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LIFE AND WORK 
 
 “Let me go, Mother!” 
 
 “No, Shankara.  I can’t and I won’t.  You are my only 
child and I lost your father when you were even much 
younger.  What would I do without you?” 
 
 “But, Mother.  I will be with you in spirit all the 
time.” 
 
 “Shankara, my son, I need you with me physically all 
the time.” 
 
 “Mother, you will have to let go of me, one day 
anyway, won’t you?  No two people can stay together in this 
world all the time.” 
 
 “For a child of eight, Shankara, you talk like you are 
twenty-five.  You are so mature and wise.  And full of 
knowledge.  Your father would be so proud of you and your 
accomplishments in learning at this tender age.” 
 
 “Look, Mother.  Our Vedic tradition allows a 
graduate to skip the householder stage and slip right into 
the final and fourth stage of life as a celibate monk.  I truly 
think I am ready for the stage of renunciation from the 
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world of social affairs to devote myself totally to spiritual 
pursuit.” 
 
 “Shankara, do you have no desire to live the normal 
life of settling down in a career, having a wife and raising a 
family, being a productive member of the society?” 
 
 “Mother, that is for regular, normal, average people.  
And it’s fine for those who want it.  But I am not into it.  
People usually take time to outgrow their physical and 
social desires.  And our tradition allows that.  They would 
get those strong desires out of their chest, out of their 
system over time.  I have looked deep into myself and I find 
that I do not need to spend time waiting for the stage for 
which I am ready right now.  I want to get to the spiritual 
stage right away.  There is also a saying which says 
shubhasya shighram”. 
 
 “Shankara, I know that saying.  It means one should 
not delay a good thing.  But my heart is not ready to permit 
you to take up robes.  At least not at this time.  And I don’t 
know if I ever will be ready to let you leave for monkhood.” 
 
 “Mother, I loved it when you accepted me calling 
you Mother instead of Mom.  I do not recall if I ever called 
you Mommy.  Eight-year-old kids still call their mothers 
moms.  I feel good and proud that you accepted me to call 
you Mother.  Please be gracious and accept me to say good-
bye as I head for the next stage in my life.  You know I won’t 
leave home without your permission.” 
 
 “You have a way of talking me into your intent, 
Shankara.  But, you know what, I dread the day when I die 
and there would be no one in the household to do cremation 




 “Mother, I solemnly promise that no matter 
wherever I am at that time, I will come home to perform 
your funeral rites.” 
 
 “Shankara, that takes away a big burden off my 
shoulders.  Hey, that doesn’t mean I am permitting you to 
go forth as a monk.  Not yet.  Not quite.” 
 
 “Mother, it’s time for us to take our daily ritual bath 
at the river.  Let’s go.” 
 
 “Yes, Shankara.  We should not break the routine 
unless there’s an emergency.  You know about apad-
dharma, right?  One can break a rule in a true emergency.” 
 
 “True, Mother.  You are yourself so learned.  The 
shastra, the scripture, also says that it should be a real 
emergency and one should get back to obeying the rule as 
soon as the emergency is over.” 
 
 “Here’s the river, Shankara.  I will wait out here at 
the bank.  You take a dip and be careful.  There are 
crocodiles in the waters, so don’t go deep.” 
 
 “As you say, Mother.  I will be careful.” 
 
 “Look, Shankara, there comes a crocodile, heading 
right toward you.  Come out quick.” 
 
 “Mother, it grabbed my foot already.” 
 
 “Oh my God!  What am I to do?  There is no one 




 “Mother, quick, something inside tells me the 
crocodile will let me go if you let me go.” 
 
 “What are you saying, Shankara?  It cannot be.  How 
would you know that?” 
 
 “Mother, hurry up.  Just say you will let me go 
become a monk, if the crocodile gives up on me.” 
 
 “What mother won’t say that in an emergency?  I let 
you go if it lets you go.” 
 
 “I told you so, Mother!  The crocodile is gone.  My 
foot hurts, though.” 
 
 “Let me take care of your foot.  There is a vaidya 
nearby.  I will get him for you.” 
 
 “Fine, Mother.  But don’t forget that you have let me 
go.” 
 
 “Shankara, do you have to remember those words, 
uttered in desperation?” 
 
 “Mother, those are the best words you ever uttered.  
Thank you from the bottom of my heart.  But I am getting 
ready to go.” 
 
 “My son, my Shankara, I know you are destined for 
big great things.  Things don’t happen like this otherwise.  
I let you go.” 
 
 “Thanks, Mother, again.  And for my part, I will be 
there to perform your rites.  I know the local pandits will not 
let me do the ritual.  They will quote from scripture how a 
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monk cannot perform such household rituals.  But I will do 
that for you even if I have to break my monk’s vow to do it.” 
 
 “That’s my son, Shankara.  I love you and will be 
proud of you forever.” 
 
 “And that’s my Mother.  No one had a greater 
Mother than this.  Such a big sacrifice for a son.  I will be 
with you in spirit all the time, Mother.” 
 
*  *  * 
 
  Adi Shankara was a most extra-ordinary intellectual 
and spiritual prodigy that walked on the planet earth.  He 
has been one of the most influential thought leaders in 
world history.  This work is an attempt to appreciate, 
celebrate and explore his legendary life, salient thinking 
and distinguished spiritual contribution.  It is not possible 
to cover Adi Shankara's prodigious work with any kind of 
completeness in the short span of a book.  Hence, the focus 
here will be on Shankara’s overall vision about life, world 
and beyond.  We will particularly target the central 
principles of his spiritual method and the underlying major 
tenets of his philosophy, for articulation, both in their 
conceptual context. 
 
 The word “acharya,” meaning "distinguished 
teacher", is added to the first name, Shankara, as an 
honorific.  So, customarily the full name of Adi Shankara is 
cited as “Adi Shankaracharya.”  "Adi", meaning the first or 
original, is not the first name.  Rather, it indicates the first 
or original Shankaracharya in the line of many 
Shankaracharyas who followed him.  Adi Shankara 
established four monasteries, called mathas, in the four 
directions of India.  Their heads were called 
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Shankaracharyas.  At any time, after Adi Shankara, there are 
always four Shankaracharyas.  The four lineages are still 
intact.  All Shankaracharyas hold a special position of piety, 
reverence and spiritual authority for millions of Hindus 
around the world who look up to them for guidance in their 
life and spiritual pursuits. 
 
 There is another dimension to the term "Acharya" 
which in this context works as an epithet indicating a highly 
accomplished intellectual with original thinking that has 
composed an innovative commentary on the three major 
texts of Vedanta or the highest Hindu philosophy: 
Upanishads, Bhagavad-gita and Brahma-sutra.  Adi 
Shankaracharya is the earliest “Acharya” in this sense.  
Other Acharyas that followed him historically include 
distinguished ones like Ramanujacharya, Vallabharcha and 
Madvacharya.  These were intellectual and spiritual leaders 
who had their own thinking differing from Shankara and 
each other. 
 
 Adi Shankara also is arguably the most 
distinguished in the small select group of acharyas in this 
genre.  The work of other acharyas like the three just 
mentioned is customarily characterized by academics as 
rather doctrinal and sectarian.  Shankara, on the other hand, 
is distinguished from them as a logically rigorous thinker.  
All these acharyas were spiritual leaders and also produced 
original and innovative commentaries on the three major 
texts of Vedanta philosophy.  Chronologically Shankara 
came before them and has enjoyed a more dazzling 
intellectual reputation. 
 
 Anyway, ever since Adi Shankara placed his four 
chief disciples, by name Hastamalaka, Padmapada, 
Sureshvara and Totaka, as the heads of the four 
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monasteries, they and their successors in the Acharya or 
preceptor position are traditionally called Shankaracharyas.  
Adi Shankaracharya is their founding figure who also is 
known by the epithet endowed upon him as Jagad-Guru or 
World Teacher.  Many would say that Adi Shankara earned 
the title of Jagad-Guru by defeating in public debates 
notable intellectuals belonging to all major alternative 
persuasions of the time.  These public debates, called 
shastrartha, were attended by intellectual elite and socio-
cultural luminaries of the time. 
   
 The four lineages stemming from the original 
quartet of Shankaracharyas flourished in spiritual 
reputation and are still intact after centuries from their 
establishment by the Adi Shankaracharya.  The lineages 
have contributed mightily toward consolidation, 
preservation and nurture of traditional Hindu thought and 
culture throughout the historical vicissitudes of at least a 
millennium of India’s recent past.  The four lineages do not 
agree on the exact date of their founder’s reign but their 
historical records generally point to the first century of the 
Common Era during which their founder is supposed to 
have lived. 
  
 However, the Western philological scholarship, 
together with its Indian contingent, has achieved an 
unstable consensus after decades of contentious debate that 
Adi Shankara lived the short span of his life during 788-820 
C.E.  It is not necessary to indulge in the endless feuding of 
the philologists’ favorite pastime of date fixing in India’s 
history.  In Hindu spirituality, which has always focused on 
the timeless that is ever timely, the chances of 
understanding it are enhanced by staying close to the man 
and his message than to an ill-suiting fixation on a tortured 




 Adi Shankara’s life according to the Hindu 
tradition’s typical ahistorical narrative includes the 
miraculous.  Even so, going by its existential spirituality is 
a superior gateway to intimate understanding of Adi 
Shankara than a chronological curve fitting which in any 
way is alien to the distinctly ahistorical framework of Hindu 
thinking.  Historicism is a salient Western preoccupation 
with roots going back to Abrahamic religions’ antiquity.  As 
such it is an excellent tool to understand Western culture 
and thought.  Smuggling it in an ahistorical thought culture 
like that of Hinduism creates needless distortion as well as 
self-inflicted impediment to understanding.  So, we will stay 
with the tradition and try to understand Shankara through 
the existential eyes of the tradition which actually saw him 
work throughout his life.  Fitting a Western square into an 
Eastern circle is not a recipe to understanding the thought 
that drove Adi Shankara in his life. 
 
 According to tradition, Shankara lived an amazingly 
short life of thirty-two years.  It stretches credulity to think 
that a normal human being, however gifted, can accomplish 
even a fraction of what Shankara achieved in his life.  No 
wonder the tradition has come to hold that Shankara was 
none other than an incarnation of Lord Shiva. 
  
 Adi Shankara was born of a devout Brahmin family 
in the village of Kaladi in the southern state of Kerala in 
India.  His father, called Shiva-guru, died before the young 
Shankara received his sacred thread at the age of five.   
Shankara was an amazing child prodigy with phenomenal 
intellectual capabilities.  He studied and mastered all the 
major texts of the Veda and other traditional scriptural lore 
and returned home from the place of his guru or personal 
spiritual guide by the age of eight.  He completed Brahma-
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sutra-bhashya, his magnum opus, at the age of twelve.  He 
was ordained a monk or renunciate at the age of sixteen. 
 
 When he was five Shankara sought out a guru for 
himself.  He found Govindacharya on the banks of the river 
Narmada which originates in central India.  Govindacharya 
was a disciple of Gaudapadacharya, the illustrious author of 
the Mandukya-Karika which is an erudite commentary on 
the Mandukya Upanishad.  He accepted Shankara as his 
disciple and taught him the Veda, along with the six 
Vedangas which are the traditional erudite aids to 
understand the Veda.  He also ordained Shankara later, 
when he taught him the purport of the four great Vedic 
statements which are crucial to attaining terminal spiritual 
experience. 
 
 When the student Shankara finished his studies, 
Govindacharya charged him with writing a commentary on 
the prasthana-trayi or the three central source-texts of 
Vedanta philosophy.  He instructed him to follow, 
enunciate and articulate the advaita or non-dualist 
philosophy in the commentaries.  The full and precise 
designation of this philosophy came to be called 
kevaladvaita or sole non-dualism.  It is the view that the 
individual self and the cosmic self are not two but one and 
the same in essence.  The word kevala is prefixed to indicate 
distinction from later philosophies of Ramanuja and 
Vallabha which too were advaita or non-dualist but in quite 
different senses. 
 
 First, Shankara wrote his renowned commentary on 
Brahma-sutra at the age of twelve.  This is regarded as his 
magnum opus of his life.  It is notable not just for the 
intellectual acuity it shows but also for its clear, dignified 
and graceful style.  He then composed his commentary on 
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all the principal Upanishads.  The commentary on the 
Bhagavad-gita followed.  The guru also asked him to 
demonstrate and establish this advaita or non-dualist 
philosophy as the core truth of the Hindu intellectual 
tradition.  He asked him to go to Varanasi, the haloed city 
of Hindu learning, for this purpose.  Shankara came to the 
city and soon established himself as a foremost intellectual, 
gathering a host of illustrious students around him. 
  
 Shankara accomplished all that his guru charged 
him with and much more, exceeding all the guru’s 
expectations from him.  The highly regarded commentaries 
on the three core texts of Vedanta are known as his bhashya 
or commentarial work.  He also wrote elaborate and highly 
articulate expositional texts like Upadesha-sahastri or One 
Thousand Advices.  This is called his vivarana or 
expositional work.  As a mystic poet Shankara composed 
hymnal literature like Dakshinamurti-stotra or Hymn to 
Dakshinamurti (a form of Lord Shiva), Charpata-panjarika 
(Bhaja Govindam) and Saundarya-lahari or Wave of Bliss.  
This is well known as his stotra or hymnal work. 
  
 The young Shankara once went to a river for his 
ritual bath.  His mother, called Sati-Amba Subhadra, was 
with him.  A crocodile seized Shankara’s foot and started to 
pull him down in the waters.  Shankara said to his mother 
that the crocodile would spare him if she would allow him 
to renounce the world of social and family affairs and spend 
his life as a celibate monk.  The scared mother, having no 
choice, gave him the permission and the crocodile let go of 
Shankara. 
  
 Let us fathom the symbolism behind this legend.  
There are two symbolic meanings of the role of crocodile 
here.  One is that the crocodile in this story stands for kala 
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or time itself that devours our life every moment.  For, every 
minute or hour that passes takes away a minute and an hour 
from our life.  It got our foot, or footprint, so to say.  The 
sooner we realize to make a spiritual turn, the better for us. 
 
 The second symbolic meaning is that the crocodile 
stands for samsara or the world of material pursuits that, 
binding us, absorbs us in selfish desires and detracts us 
from spiritual end-goal.  It makes a foothold in us and pulls 
us in ever deeper waters of unending inexhaustible desires 
of the flesh and of kith and kin.  At some point we need to 
recognize the destructive role of ego and its snares in our 
life.  When we do it, we get ready to make the spiritual turn 
in our life. 
  
 As a monk Shankara would be forbidden to perform 
the funeral rites on his mother’s death.  But before taking 
his monk’s vow, Shankara promised his mother that he 
would perform the rites for her.  In spite of the objections of 
caste relatives and local priest-craft Shankara kept his 
promise and performed the funeral rites of his mother on 
her death.  When she was on her death-bed, Shankara 
visited her and, first, gave her teachings on the nirguna 
brahman or the featureless form of spiritual ultimate.  The 
aging and diseased mother found the featureless to be too 
abstract to stay with.  Then Shankara invoked Lord Shiva 
who sent his Kinkaras or servants to attend on her.  But his 
mother found them too scary.  Shankara then invoked Lord 
Vishnu who appeared in the form of Madhava or Krishna.  
The mother’s soul left her body in peace contemplating a 
serene form of Lord Krishna. 
  
 The bhashya or commentarial work established 
Shankara as the foremost philosophical thinker in the 
history of Indian philosophy.  His vivarana or expository 
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work stands as a clear and penetrating enunciation of his 
philosophy and the spiritual path entailed by it.  Shankara’s 
style is hailed as a model in its genre.  It is universally 
regarded as full of grace, dignity and maturity.  It is 
thorough-going in its treatment of topics under 
consideration.  Its systematic character is as well 
recognized as its rigorous organization of concepts in an 
integrated manner free from rhetoric, prolixity or 
digression.  Shankara’s stotra or hymnal work has endeared 
him as a devotional poet to countless devotees of God and 
Goddess.  Who is not enchanted by the inspiring 
admonition of the famous refrain bhaja Govindam which 
extols Lord Krishna and can also be understood as a hymn 
for his guru who was called Govinda, an epithet of Krishna? 
  
 A note of caution.  The subsequent Shankaracharyas 
have written a number of works in the same genres as Adi 
Shankara did.  These works are also known as 
Shankaracharya’s works and are not easily distinguishable 
from the authentic works of Adi Shankaracharya.  Scholars 
have been examining the works to determine Adi 
Shankara’s authentic corpus on the basis of style, language, 
historical references and so on.  While the works specifically 
referred to above are held to be authentic by consensus, 
many works that often go under Adi Shankara’s name are 
under scholarly doubt as to their real authorship.  This of 
course has little bearing on the spiritual utility or 
inspirational quality of the works involved, for many of the 
works whose authorship is under scholarly scrutiny 
nevertheless continue to inspire thousands of spiritual 
aspirants.  Who knows they may have received Adi 
Shankara’s blessings, if not his authorship? 
  
 Similarly, some of the philosophical theories, ideas 
and opinions that are sometimes regarded as belonging to 
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Vedanta, advaita or kevaladvaita may actually belong to 
later thinkers in the tradition of Shankara rather than to 
Shankara himself.   Post-Shankara Vedanta is in itself a 
considerably durable and vastly cultivated philosophical 
school.  This school developed notions to further, clarify, 
defend, justify, articulate or otherwise support their 
founder’s philosophy, many times in response to criticisms 
from rival schools of philosophy and at times due to internal 
dissension and difference of opinion.  Many subtleties and 
niceties of kevaladvaita can be traced as historical 
developments or off-shoots of Adi Shankara’s thought. 
  
 These developments are of uneven value in relation 
to the logical strength of Adi Shankara’s philosophy, but 
they seek to take Shankara’s philosophy further on points 
where his writings are silent or undeveloped.  Shankara’s 
Sanskrit prose was crystal clear, direct, clean and logical, 
devoid of the burden of unnecessary embellishments that 
might look nice but end up obscuring the meaning.  As 
noted, his style in Sanskrit is indeed a model for clear 
philosophical thinkers to follow and emulate for its quality, 
dignity, power and communicative ability.  He was a 
logician of the first order, which brings us to another facet 
of his life: his debating acumen. 
  
 Shankara was a terrific and forceful debater, with an 
extremely sharp wit and repartee throughout at his disposal.  
He used it to confront rivals who espoused dubious 
philosophical theories both within and without Hindu 
systems of philosophy.  His reputation as an invincible 
debater has been untarnished and unrivalled in the history 
of Indian thought.  If there was an all-conquering emperor 
in philosophical debate in his times, it was clearly him.  
Several books have been written describing in detail his 
debates and the way he silenced his critics with the use of 
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nothing but logically sound reasoning.  Three of them may 
be noted: Shri-Shankara-Digvijaya by Madhavacharya, 
Shri-Shankara-vijaya by Ananda-giri and Shankara-
Digvijaya by Chidvilasa Yati. 
 
 All this glory and glamour does not mean that 
Shankara stopped being criticized.  Given the nature of 
philosophy it would be a miracle if philosophical 
disagreement would ever come to an end, anywhere on the 
earth.  Nevertheless, Shankara’s performance in the field of 
philosophical argument and debate is as legendary as it can 
be.  It must also be noted in this context that Shankara never 
engaged in name-calling or libel to drive his points.  His 
was the use of sheer logical strength rather than a verbal 
sleight of hand or a deceptive flash of rhetoric. 
  
 A brief look at the philosophical scene at Shankara’s 
time in India shows he had to contend with sizable and 
powerfully entrenched forces.  From within the Hindu 
tradition as a whole, he faced the Mimamsa school of 
conservative ritualism that drew heavily from a well-
cultivated hermeneutic of the holy Vedic texts.  Dislodging 
them from their high pedestal involved exegetical and 
linguistic skill in interpreting the texts in a way that would 
establish a logical priority of Brahman or Cosmic Self rather 
than yajna or ritual sacrifice in the scriptural texts. 
  
 Having established the scriptural authority and a 
logically superior hermeneutic to interpret it, Shankara was 
able to dispose of other Hindu schools of philosophy like 
Sankhya or dualistic distinctionism, Yoga or spiritual 
cultivation, Nyaya or pluralistic logic and Vaisheshika or 
atomism because of their scanty, sporadic and half-baked 
reliance on Vedic texts.  Here, though, he had to show a 
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superior and subtle logic to deal with Nyaya’s theory of 
knowledge and Sankhya’s view of causation. 
  
 Outside the Hindu fold of Vedism the chief 
contenders were Buddhism and Jainism.  Shankara 
engaged them in public debates as he did the Hindu 
contenders and was hugely successful in showing their 
logical inadequacy as well.  Because the relativistic 
pluralism of Jainism and the variously diffused schools of 
Buddhist philosophy claimed to rely more on logic than on 
a scriptural authority, Shankara’s logical skills had to do 
extra work to come out ahead of them.  Buddhists had lately 
developed stupendous debating skills nurtured by centuries 
of royal patronage and influx of Hindu intellectuals as fresh 
converts to Buddhism.  But Adi Shankara proved equal to 
the challenge and the task.  Basically, focusing on 
momentarism as the core of Buddhist schools and bringing 
the logical critique of Vaisheshika atomism to bear on Jain 
atomism did the job for Shankara. 
  
 All the public debates with their enormous limelight 
brought Shankara face to face with considerable envy and 
hostility along with success and glory.  Underground cults 
of Tantrism were hired to plot against Shankara’s life.  
Once, Padma-pada, a foremost disciple of Shankara, 
arrived in time to save his guru from a Kapalika who was 
about to behead Shankara.  There were other Tantric plots 
to kill Shankara.  Some accounts even suggest that his death 
at a very young age of thirty-two was a result of such a plot. 
 
 Drawing on a few superficial similarities some 
accused Adi Shankara then, and continue to do so even 
now, of being a prachchhanna-bauddha or a crypto-
Buddhist.  This charge can be easily reversed, showing that 
the Buddha and a host of his followers borrowed ideas from 
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the Vedas and the Upanishads, relabeled them and 
promulgated them as their own.  Are they to be regarded as 
crypto-Hindus on that account?  If Shankara really agreed 
with the Buddhists, why would the latter set up public 
debates with him where they fought him so fiercely?   
 
 Roots of the core beliefs of momentarism and 
nihilism in Buddhism can be found in the Vedas, 
Brahmanas, Aranyakas and Upanishads if one looks closely 
at them, as Pandit Madhusudan Ojha has done in his 
excellent decoding work on these works.  Buddha’s 
diagnosis that the source of dukkha or suffering is avijja or 
non-apprehension of reality was already enunciated in the 
Upanishads from which Sankhya adopted it.  It is well-
known that the Buddha’s two teachers, called Uddalaka 
Ramaputta and Alar Kalam, during his early monkhood 
were Sankhyans.  It is interesting to note that neither the 
Buddha nor his disciples gave any credit to these erstwhile 
teachers of the Buddha, claiming all the while that the 
Buddha achieved enlightenment entirely on his own.  Were 
they afraid that the Buddha would be called a crypto-
Hindu?  
  
 Adi Shankara’s position in the history of Indian 
philosophy is secure at the top.  His title of Jagad-guru or 
world teacher was apt and correctly anticipated the world 
wide spread that his teachings have enjoyed.  If there was 
one ancient source of what has come to be called perennial 
philosophy, it’s him.  His work to resuscitate, reform and 
re-establish Hinduism was as enormous a contribution as 
anyone ever made in the history of Hinduism.  To be sure 
he had and still has detractors within and without 
Hinduism, even augmented by the Western religions and 
philosophy.  Shankara has a huge following among 
intellectuals in India and abroad world-wide.  Besides, his 
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influence is even deeper among thinkers who adapt parts of 
his philosophy to their own like, for instance, Aurobindo 
Ghosh who grafted evolutionism on Shankara’s advaita. 
 
 The tradition regards Shankara as sarvajna or an all-
knowing one.  His parents went without a child for much of 
their life.  They took to devotion to Lord Shiva in their later 
life.  Lord Shiva appeared to Shankara’s father, Shiva-guru, 
and asked him if he wanted a son with long life and little 
knowledge or one with short life but encyclopedic 
knowledge.  Guess what Shiva-guru said he wanted?! 
 
 Shankara revered the tradition and established his 
philosophy in accordance with the dictates of shastra or 
scripture, his guru or personal guide and his own deepest 
spiritual experience.  There are several accounts of his 
entering samadhi or deep meditation peak experience on a 
routine basis. 
 
 Shankara’s advaita or nondualist philosophy has 
dominated the Indian philosophical scene, religious arena 
and intellectual culture ever since Shankara articulated and 
formulated it on an inimitable rational footing.  The lure of 
a singular unity at the top or bottom of existence has always 
been irresistible for many philosophers, sundry 
intellectuals, religious thinkers and spiritual cultivators.  
Shankara’s non-dualism is a perennial source of inspiration 
and nurturing strength for this deep-laid human propensity 
ever expressing itself in prose, poetry and art of all kinds.   
 
 To many a serious thinker, nothing satisfies the 
intellect or intuition more than the notion that there is just 
one ultimate reality and that it is spiritual in nature.  
Whether this conviction is true or can be proved to be true 
is immaterial to them, for they continue to feel deep down 
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that, at the end of the day, there is no alternative to spiritual 
monism of one kind or another.  Parmenides to Plotinus, 
Spinoza to Hegel, intellectuals have shown a thirst for the 
One.  Moses to Jesus, Lao Tzu to Yajnavalkya too are not 
satisfied with plurality as the ultimate truth.  Shankara and 
his advaita philosophy are a shining testimony to this ever-
recurring historic search and discovery of unity at the core 
of apparent diversity. 
 
 Thus, it is not surprising that Shankara’s advaita has 
found admiring recognition, if not outright adoption, 
among some of the most reputed thinkers in the past couple 
of centuries East (like Swami Vivekananda, S. 
Radhakrishnan and Krishna Chandra Bhattacharya) and 
West (like Schopenhauer, T. S. Eliot and Aldous Huxley).  
His philosophy has been adjusted and adapted to respond 
to claims of science and trends of modern thought.  Its wide 
and deep appeal in philosophy, religion, science and 
spirituality is perennial and promises to stay that way as far 
as the human eye can see and mind can think. 
 
 Adi Shankaracharya established a matha or 
monastery called Govardhana in Jagannath Puri in East 
India, with Padma-pada as its head and the great Rig-vedic 
statement, called prajnanam brahma or “Cosmic Self is 
knowledge,” as its central concept.  He founded a 
monastery called Shringa-giri-matha in Shringeri in South 
India with Sureshvara, his chief disciple, as its 
Shankaracharya and the great Yajur-vedic statement aham 
brahmasmi or “I am the Cosmic Self” as its core concept.  
This monastery was to be the chief among all that he 
founded.  Adi Shankara established Sharada-matha at 
Dvarka in West India, with his disciple Hastamalaka at its 
head and the great Sama-vedic statement tat tvam asi or 
“That thou art” as its core notion.  The monastery in the 
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north was called Jyotir-matha in Badarinath, with Totaka as 
the head and the great Atharva-vedic statement ayam atma 
brahma or “This self is the Spiritual Ultimate” as the central 
concept. 
 
 There are stories to the effect that Gauda-
padacharya, Veda-vyasa and Lord Shiva visited Adi 
Shankara at various times in his life.  Gauda-pada, 
Shankara’s grand-guru, was an accomplished yogi and 
came to visit Shankara to examine Shankara’s work on 
advaita.  Shankara showed him the books that he had 
written, whereupon Gauda-pada expressed deep 
satisfaction.  Veda-vyasa, the author of Brahma-sutra 
among very many works, came to test Shankara incognito 
and engaged him in a week-long debate on the first 
aphorism of the first section of the third chapter of Brahma-
sutra.  He too, revealing his identity, finally approved of 
Shankara’s commentary on the latter. 
 
 The story of meeting Lord Shiva was a humbling 
experience for Adi Shankara.  Once Shankara was returning 
from his ritual bath at the river Ganga in Varanasi, a 
chandala or an outcaste accosted him with four fierce dogs.  
Shankara thereupon asked him to get out of his way and not 
touch him, for he may make Shankara impure as he was an 
outcaste.  The chandala lectured Shankara in response, 
chiding him for not practicing his own teachings where no 
soul which is one with Cosmic Self is ever impure.  Shankara 
recognized that no ordinary outcaste could utter such deep 
truths and prostrated at the feet of the chandala.  Lord Shiva 
then revealed himself in his true form and blessed Shankara, 
asking him to work for advaita or non-dualist philosophy. 
 
 Once Govindacharya, Shankara’s guru, was in 
samadhi or deep meditation at the bank of the river 
26 
 
Narmada.  The latter was in high flood and was about to 
disturb the guru’s meditation, if not even to drown the guru.  
Shankara put out his kamandalu or water jar and made all 
the excess water of Narmada to be absorbed in the jar.  
When the guru returned to normal consciousness, he 
blessed Shankara and predicted great things from him. 
 
 Adi Shankara reorganized the famed Kumbha Mela.  
This periodic gathering of the largest number of humans in 
history takes place at different holy places in India 
according to astronomical calculations.  It attracts around 
nineteen million people who congregate for ritual bath 
together at the same time at the same place. 
 
 The stories surrounding Adi Shankara’s four would-
be chief disciples are interesting too.  Once noticing that his 
disciples were jealous about Sanandana getting a favorable 
treatment, Shankara asked all his disciples on the other side 
of a river to drop everything and head straight toward him.  
Disciples got busy looking for suitable boats.  But 
Sanandana proceeded immediately by plunging into the 
river.  As he moved toward Shankara a lotus emerged under 
every step he took and he reached Shankara forthwith and 
safely.  Seeing this act of courage and the consequent 
miracle, the disciples were ashamed of themselves for their 
petty misplaced jealousy and Sanandana was renamed 
Padma-pada or Lotus-foot from that time. 
 
 Mandana-mishra was an erudite and committed 
ritualist living in a city called Mahishmati.  He was the 
disciple of the famous Mimamsaka called Kumarila Bhatta.  
Shankara wanted to debate Kumarila but found him near 
death.  Kumarila directed Shankara to his disciple Mandana 
and recommended that Shankara should debate Mandana.  
Shankara found Mandana’s home through the parrots in his 
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front-yard reciting the Vedic mantras.  Mandana got angry 
at the sight of a monk early in the morning when he was 
about to perform oblations to his late father.  The great sage 
Jaimini, the arch-teacher of Mimamsa school thereupon 
appeared on the scene and pacified Mandana, asking him 
to give alms to the monk, namely, Shankara.  The latter 
asked for debate as his alms.   
 
 A historic debate ensued with the highly learned 
Ubhaya-bharati, Mandana’s wife, also called Sarasvati, as 
the judge.  She placed a flower wreath on both men and said 
that one whose flowers start withering first would be called 
the loser.  The wager was that the loser would have to accept 
the life path of the winner: Shankara had to shed his monk’s 
robes for those of a householder and vice versa if Mandana 
were to lose.  After weeks of debate with fine and subtle 
points of philosophy and Vedic interpretation being argued, 
Mandana became speechless and his flowers withered.   
 
 But Sarasvati admonished Shankara to debate her, 
arguing that Mandana, being a householder, was only half 
the person, made complete solely by his wife.  At first 
Shankara declined because a monk is not expected to 
debate a woman.  But he relented when Sarasvati insisted.  
The debate between Sarasvati and Shankara lasted even 
longer, with Sarasvati being sharper than her husband.  
They could not even find a judge to evaluate the debate 
because no one was sharper than Shankara and Sarasvati.  
The latter, finding herself at the losing end, asked Shankara 
questions on Kama-sutra, a text on sexology, whereupon 
Shankara, a celibate from childhood, asked for a month of 
time out.  He entered the body of a freshly dead king called 
Amaru and acquired the sexual knowledge necessary to 
answer Sarasvati’s questions.  It is said that Shankara as 
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Amaru composed the famous hundred romantic verses 
called Amaru-shataka!   
 
 Mandana was renamed Sureshvara and wrote a 
number of works on advaita philosophy which showed high 
quality and profound learning.  But Shankara was kept by 
his other disciples from permitting Sureshvara from writing 
what Sureshvara always wanted to write, namely, a vartika 
or gloss on Shankara’s magnificent Brahma-sutra-bhashya.  
The disciples argued that Sureshvara could not be trusted 
because he used to be a lifelong ritualist householder.  But 
when he wrote his famous Naishkarmya-siddhi or “Proof of 
Non-action,” the disciples regretted their folly.  It was too 
late though and Shankara said to Sureshvara that he would 
be reborn as Vachaspati Mishra and fulfill his desire by 
writing a famous commentary that would be called 
Bhamati.  
 
 There is an endless debate among scholars on 
whether Mandana, whom the tradition identifies with 
Sureshvara, was indeed the same as Sureshvara.  The 
writings that go by their names show some difference on 
philosophical points.  Are we to believe that no philosopher 
ever changes his mind during his lifetime?  Has anyone 
heard of Ludwig Wittgenstein and pondered whether “the 
author of Tractatus” is the same person as one who wrote 
Philosophical Investigations?  How about early Marx and 
later Marx or even the same for Hegel of Phenomenology of 
Spirit and of System of Logic?  Scholars can do better than 
basing their feuds on unrealistic, even ludicrous, 
assumptions.  To discard a well-established tradition on the 
basis of flimsy assumptions of authorship does not set them 
up as a trustworthy group.  Anyway, the story about the 
scholars’ debate is not half as interesting as the one about 




 Divakara was the father of an autistic child who 
won’t speak and looked unable to think.  Divakara brought 
the boy to Shankara who asked him, “Who are you?”  The 
young man said, “I am Atman” and recited twelve verses he 
composed on the nature of the self or atman.  The verses 
revealed as if the boy knew the self like a fruit on the palm 
of his hand.  Shankara accepted him as a disciple and 
renamed him “Hastamalaka” or fruit on the palm.  The 
twelve verses became famous and are called Hastamalaka-
stotra. 
 
 Ananda-giri was not among the distinguished 
disciples of Shankara, but the latter blessed him with 
knowledge which made him to spontaneously burst out in 
praise of Lord Shiva in the meter called Totaka.  Thereupon 
Shankara named him “Totakacharya.” 
 
 Adi Shankara wrote a book called Mathamnaya 
where he provided details on the governance of the 
monasteries he established.  He designated ten categories 
of sannyasins or renunciates: tirtha, ashrama, vana, aranya, 
giri, parvata, sarasvati, sagara, bharati, puri.  He specified 
the vows and regulations for each category separately.  The 
ten together are known as the denomination called Dasha-
nami sampradaya. 
 
 After years of arduous journeys and several round 
trips in all directions of India where he debated all the rival 
views and established the invincible superiority of advaita 
or the non-dualist philosophy, Adi Shankaracharya finally 
arrived at the Sharada-mandira or the temple of the 
Goddess of knowledge in Kashmir at the Northern tip of 
India.  He was accompanied by the King Sudhanva at the 
time and a full retinue of his disciples and followers.  Of the 
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four gates of the temple, Adi Shankara found three gates 
open and their seats occupied.  The Southern gate, 
however, was closed, with its seat not taken.  That seat was 
the seat of sarvajna or an all-knowing one.   
 
 Being urged to occupy the seat, having fully 
qualified for it, he chose to answer questions of anyone 
around who still had doubts about his knowledge.  Several 
erudite scholars and learned persons thereby asked him 
questions that yet persisted in their minds.  Shankara 
answered all the questions to their satisfaction.  He then 
ascended the seat and delivered the final address of his 
lifetime, having accomplished his incarnational mission 
with total success.  He briefly sketched his philosophy and 
said that all other views should be treated as purva-paksha 
or proposed alternative and advaita non-dualist philosophy 
should be regarded as siddhanta or doctrine to be 
demonstrated.    
 
 It is necessary to present and articulate every purva-
paksha fairly and squarely at the outset.  It should then be 
followed by the demonstration of the siddhanta to be 
established in a manner that satisfies the intellect fully and 
completely.  It is only when all possible purva-pakshas that 
arise in one’s mind are properly answered that the 
Upanishadic call for manana or total examination is truly 
answered.  Of course, there is further to go before one 
reaches the end spiritual experience that finally liberates the 
individual.   
 
 After his final sermon Shankara returned to the 
monastery at Shringeri.  He then went to Badarikashrama 
where he visited the temple of Nara-Narayana.  Finally, he 
arrived at Kedareshvara where he manifested a hot water 
source called Tapta-toya for the comfort of people 
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experiencing severe cold typical of the place.  Tapta-toya is 
still around for the visiting pilgrims.  Having accomplished 
his life’s mission, this incarnation of Lord Shiva then 









































MEANS OF KNOWLEDGE 
 
 In the previous chapter we explored the life and 
work of Adi Shankara along with the colorful legends that 
surround it, which gives us a lively idea of the kind of person 
he was, the sort of work he set out to do and the type of 
thought he wanted to leave behind.  We will now enter the 
deeper waters of his serious thinking. 
 
 Let us begin with a brief narrative of Shankara’s 
thought as a whole from the dual viewpoints of philosophy 
and spirituality, both of which are saliently important to 
him.  There is only one being within and beyond the 
universe.  It is infinite, singular and ultimate.  It is truly and 
fully real.  It is one without a second.  Above all, it is 
spiritual, that is, deeply and fully involved with pure 
consciousness.  The latter is beyond the awfully limited and 
limiting daily consciousness which stays bifurcated in 
subject-object duality.  It underlies, supports and grounds 
the daily consciousness which would not be able to operate 
without its support.  It is also all-pervasive, stretching 
infinitely beyond anything and everything our senses can 
ever perceive. 
 
 We should not say that the one being has this pure 
consciousness.  We should rather say that it by nature is 
pure consciousness.  Such is the case with existence also.  
The one being is not something that has infinite and 
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ultimate existence.  It rather is existence itself.  This is also 
the case with bliss.  The one being is not blissful, it rather 
is of the essence and nature of bliss itself.  Again, the three, 
namely, consciousness, existence and bliss, are not three 
separate and different parts of one being, for they together 
make up the unity of the one being which is all the three as 
one. 
 
 The three aspects or dimensions of one being are 
only a way for us to think about it.  Truly speaking, we are 
and will ever remain incapable of describing the one being 
in any way.  For, the one being is ineffable because of its 
infinity and because it transcends the subject-object duality 
which is our only way to access it in language and thought.  
So, it is best described as not this and not that.  Yet, the 
threefold way of speaking about it helps us to get a little 
closer to it. 
 
 It is not necessary to stay only a little bit close to the 
one being in this way.  We not only have full access to it; we 
at the deepest level of our identity, one, all and every one of 
us, are identical with the one being.  You can say you are 
the one being.  I can say I am the one being.  Like redness 
in all red objects, oneness of the one being is not 
fragmented or diluted by being in an infinite number of 
entities in the world.  You and I and everyone else is as fully 
the one being as the one being itself is at the all-inclusive 
universal level. 
 
 Further, we can realize this one being as our identity 
in the most exhilarating and terminally fulfilling spiritual 
experience.  This experience of the one being is self-
luminous and we won’t need any proof of its veridicality 
when we have it.  It would be as self-evident as our self itself, 
only at our own deepest level.  Of course, the path to this 
34 
 
totally liberating and totally fulfilling experience, where 
existence, awareness and bliss combine to give us the very 
final essence of ourselves and the world, won’t come easy.  
Adi Shankara has a full outline of the path to it.  His spiritual 
path is called jnana-yoga or spiritual path of knowledge. 
 
 With this brief narrative of Shankara’s thought in a 
few paragraphs, we are ready to explore his thinking with 
respect to knowledge and the different means to 
knowledge, both at spiritual and less than spiritual levels, in 
order to cover the full ground.  
 
 The final, ultimate and worthiest goal of life in Adi 
Shankara’s view is called moksha in Sanskrit.  Moksha can 
best be rendered in English as “spiritual freedom”.  It 
transcends even ethics in Shankara’s thought.  Shankara 
has his views of ethical life which we will deal with in some 
detail in a later chapter.  However, spirituality is the 
ultimate and highest aim, goal or end of human life in his 
thinking.   
 
 Shankara’s thought includes the claim that it is 
possible for any human being to achieve moksha or spiritual 
freedom in this very life on the planet earth.  When someone 
achieves moksha here in this life on the earth that person is 
called jivan-mukta or living liberated individual.  This is in 
contrast from a rival spiritual view which says that moksha 
in its truest sense cannot be achieved in an earthly life and 
needs for anyone to leave this earth to achieve and 
experience it in the other world of heaven or a divine abode 
akin to heaven.   
 
 Hence, Adi Shankara stands out in his view as one 
who advocates practicing spirituality or employing a 
spiritual method with the goal of reaching it in this life 
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rather than in a hereafter.  However, to establish the full 
credentials of his this-worldly view of reaching the highest 
spiritual goal Adi Shankara delineates an underlining 
philosophy as a foundation to understand and support his 
spiritual view.  This philosophy has two ingredients. 
 
 One ingredient may be called Shankara’s theory of 
knowledge where he lays down his view of the nature and 
potential of human knowledge together with the sources of 
this knowledge.  This theory of knowledge is also known in 
professional or academic philosophy as epistemology, with 
the stem episteme meaning knowledge in Greek.  In 
Sanskrit, this area of philosophical thinking is called 
pramana-mimamsa or inquiry into the means of 
knowledge. 
 
 The other ingredient is technically called 
metaphysics in professional philosophy.  It pertains to the 
nature of reality and deals with questions such as what are 
the types of reality and what things have those types of 
reality.  We find Shankara in this regard talking about what 
is the status of the human individual and of the world as we 
see it in terms of these types of reality.  Of course, we can 
expect Shankara to demonstrate spirituality as the highest 
type of reality. 
 
 Armed with such deep and comprehensive structure 
of ideas relating to knowledge and reality, Shankara is well 
positioned to account for his view that spirituality is the 
highest goal of life.  He then takes it further to show how, 
that is, by following what method, one can reach the 
ultimate spiritual goal in this life.  He does not neglect to 
articulate ethics of life in his comprehensive and wide-




 In the next four chapters, therefore, we will deal with 
Shankara’s thought on the means of knowledge, nature of 
reality, ethics of life and spiritual path, in that order.  Let us 
begin with the means of knowledge as he treats them in 
what follows right ahead. 
 
 Prama or knowledge involves the trinity of pramata 
or knower, prameya or known and pramana or means of 
knowledge.  These three working together bring to us 
knowledge of things as they are (yathartha).  They afford us 
the knowledge that we are familiar with in the world of 
everyday experience.  This is commonsense, easily 
recognized by everyone and philosophy has no business to 
deny or distort it by resorting to fanciful sophistry. 
 
 Common sense knows a range of matters that every 
day count as valid or true and, therefore, as knowledge.  
Knowledge, for example, of the existence of cows and 
horses, tables and chairs, apples and oranges is not 
sublated, denied or contradicted by any other knowledge of 
its kind.  Hence, it is part of our repertoire of what should 
be legitimately considered as knowledge. 
 
 Anything new, other than memory, that claims to be 
knowledge and is asked to be admitted to this fold of 
knowledge needs an acceptable means of knowledge as its 
source for validation.  Such a means of knowledge is called 
pramana in Sanskrit philosophy. 
 
 Three of these pramanas are accepted by Adi 
Shankaracharya.  Three more were added by the followers 
of his philosophy in the subsequent centuries.  The three 
pramanas accepted by Adi Shankara are pratyaksha or 
perception, anumana or inference and shabda or reliable 
testimony.  The three later additions are called upamana or 
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comparison, arthapatti or semantic necessity and 
anupalabdhi or non-finding. 
 
 Prama or knowledge validated by pratyaksha or 
perception is produced by association of the sense organs 
with their objects.  Consciousness reaches out to the object 
of sense, say a cow, and returns with the form of the object, 
the form of the cow here.  Buddhi or intellect decides on the 
knowledge involved in the perception, that there is a cow, 
in the example case.  We keep adding to our knowledge 
through pratyaksha in this way. 
 
 Anumana or inference leads to prama or knowledge 
in the case where a perceived object validly suggests or 
leads to another object which is not perceived.  The 
standard example here is the perception of smoke on a 
distant hill that leads to the inference of fire on the hill as an 
invariable concomitant of smoke.  Fire, which is not 
perceived, is inferred from smoke, which is perceived, with 
the help of the invariable connection between the two.  
Thus, anumana is yet another valid means of knowledge 
that helps us to add to our repertoire of knowledge. 
 
 Shabda or reliable testimony adds to our knowledge 
when we receive a report from a reliable source that a 
certain object truly exists.  If we have not seen a kangaroo 
and hear from an Australian friend about it, we may validly 
determine that it exists.  We add to our repertoire of 
knowledge in this way too. 
 
 A special and important case of shabda is scripture 
which is the testimony of the sages and seers.  It is divided 
in two: shruti or primary scripture and smriti or secondary 
scripture.  Shruti consists of reports of what the sages and 
seers of yore intuited or saw directly with their inner eyes 
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(sakshat krita dharmanah) so to say.  Smriti consists of 
reports by seers and sages that are about things that are 
remembered rather than seen or heard through direct 
intuition. 
 
 Prasthana-trayi or the three authentic scriptural 
texts that are regarded as philosophically important shabda 
or reliable testimony by Shankara are the Upanishads 
among the shruti texts, Bhagavad-gita among the smriti 
texts and Brahma-sutra which represents logical 
consolidation of authentic views of ultimate reality. 
 
 The major attraction in shabda is the reports about 
matters that go beyond the other two means of prama, that 
is, pratyaksha or perception and anumana or inference.  
Ultimate reality inaccessible to perception and inference is 
accessible to seers and sages through their spiritual 
intuition cultivated over long years of hard disciplined 
treading on arduous spiritual paths.  Even the Buddha who 
claimed to admit only perception and inference as authentic 
means of knowledge, putatively eschewing any kind of 
authority, opened a back door for it by dividing perception 
into laukika or this-worldly and alaukika or other-worldly.  
Needless to say, other-worldly perception is the direct 
intuition of the Buddha in this perspective.  The logically 
generous Hindu view would admit the transcendental 
perception of all self-realized sages and seers, including the 
Buddha. 
 
 The relation of scriptural testimony to perception 
and inference must be noted.  Just as scriptural testimony 
goes beyond perception providing us with knowledge that 
is not accessible to the senses, Shankara maintains that 
inference that contradicts scriptural testimony is unreliable.  
Therefore, while he accepts inference as a valid means of 
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knowledge, he restricts it to extending our knowledge 
through senses but not beyond.  So, all inference that 
supports scriptural testimony is admissible but one that 
contradicts it is inadmissible and should be avoided as a 
distraction from spiritual path. 
 
 Of course, the reports of the sages often need to be 
understood and interpreted correctly, which requires close 
examination of differing views of their meaning and 
purport.  In his bhashya or commentarial work on the three 
basic texts Shankara provides this examination leading to 
the proper interpretation.  Understanding of the total 
philosophy thus arrived at is furnished in his expository or 
vivarana works like Upadesha-sahasri. 
 
 Our knowledge of Brahman or the cosmic self and 
its identity with atman or individual self is derived from the 
reports of the sages in the part of shruti called the 
Upanishads.  There is no part of shruti that contradicts or 
otherwise overcomes the purport of its statements about 
Brahman in its featureless form that transcends all our 
concepts, categories and reasons. 
 
 Next to such statements about featureless or 
nirguna Brahman are statements about saguna or featured 
Brahman which is understood as Ishvara or God who is 
responsible in creating or, rather, making the manifold 
world of our everyday experience manifest to our sense 
organs.  The detail and manner of creation described in 
shruti and smriti texts are equally authentic as accessing 
knowledge of ultimate aspects of reality that are not 
accessible to our ordinary means of knowledge like 




 Hence it is that when shruti says that Brahman or 
spiritual ultimate is the source, support and end of the 
universe, we gain a measure of knowledge of Brahman from 
an external standpoint (tatastha lakshana).  There are two 
kinds of definition or characterization for any object: 
internal or svarupa-lakshana and external or tatastha-
lakshana.  Internal definition goes to the very nature of the 
object and describes it in such a way that the definition 
applies to just the object and nothing else.  External 
characterization, on the other hand, points out something 
external to the object that places the object in a context that 
marks it out from everything else.  In any case a proper 
definition should apply to all instances (vyapti) of the object 
without overapplication (ativyapti) or underapplication 
(avyapti). 
 
 Shruti also gives us a characterization of Brahman 
from an internal perspective that tells us what Brahman is 
in its own nature (svarupa-lakshana).  From this viewpoint 
Brahman is existence, consciousness and bliss (sat, chit 
and ananda) in their pure, ultimate, infinite and intimate 
forms.   
 
 Mark the word “is” in this characterization.  It is of 
utmost importance.  Shankara insists that this formulation 
of Brahman’s nature gives us an identity and not substance 
with attributes.  So, one ought to understand that Brahman 
is not at all an object having the three characters, qualities 
or attributes of existence, consciousness and bliss.  It is 
rather identical with existence, consciousness and bliss.  
The last three are its nature itself.   
 
 This subtle distinction must be held in mind firmly 
if one is to really comprehend the concept of nirguna or 
featureless Brahman.  Another way of understanding this 
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point is through the proposition that Brahman is 
nirvishesha or without any limiting particularity so that it is 
devoid of all possible adjectives (visheshana-rahita).   Then 
it is also a unity of the seemingly different three.  It is not 
divided in three elements in any way.  It is always one 
without a second and, being the essence of our own nature, 
is never sublated by anything at any time or place.  No self, 
so to say, can sublate itself.  So, if the self in its deepest 
sense is always around to do any sublation, it won’t be able 
to sublate its cosmic counterpart.  Thus, Shankara 
demonstrates the individual self, the cosmic self and their 
identity. 
 
 The truest factor to keep in mind about Brahman is 
that in the final analysis it is one without a second (ekam 
evadvitiyam) and cannot be described in any positive terms 
of our ordinary world or language.  Consequently, it can be 
referred to only negatively as “not this, not that” (neti, neti).  
In other words, in the final analysis, Brahman is ineffable 
being itself beyond all words, concepts or relations.  It is not 
impacted by any distinctions, internal or extern  
 
 That is why one who truly knows Brahman, the 
shruti says, becomes Brahman (Brahmavid brahmaiva 
bhavati).  Or, in other words, knowing Brahman is 
becoming Brahman.  Better, knowing Brahman is 
rediscovering atman or one’s own true nature.  In this sense 
it is totally self-certifying (svatah siddha) and the only thing 
that can be self-certifying.  Alternatively, what this means is 
knowing by being which is the only case of its kind, sui 
generis. 
 
 The knowledge of ultimate reality of the universe is, 
therefore, knowledge of oneself in the essence at the 
ultimate level where the total and complete absorption in 
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oneness of it all erases all distinctions of any kind including 
those between the knower, known and knowing or the 
means of knowledge. 
 
 The matter regarding ultimate knowledge does not 
stop there.  The sensible world accessed by pratyaksha or 
perception and anumana or inference ceases to exist for the 
one who attains the knowledge of Brahman, atman and 
their unity.  That it was only apparent or phenomenal, 
compared to the nature of ultimate reality as singular 
existence, consciousness and bliss, dawns upon the 
spiritual cultivator, endowing one with liberative 
enlightenment and freeing one from all petty hankering. 
 
 This can be thought of in the following manner.  We 
experience four states of consciousness, three of which are 
common.  Deep sleep, dreaming and waking states, which 
are common occurrence, show that waking sublates 
dreaming intuitively.  In the same way the turiya or the 
fourth state of consciousness of realizing Brahman, atman 
and their unity sublates the waking state.  Just as regaining 
the waking state ipso facto relieves one of whatever 
transpired in the dreaming state, discovering the state of 
enlightenment by itself relieves one of whatever transpired 
in the waking state. 
 
 In this sense, the knower of Brahman is one with 
Brahman and therefore one with anything and everything in 
its essence.  Yet, paradoxically, such a one is also beyond 
anything and everything that we can nail in our finite mode. 
 
 Then why does the world appear to us in the way it 
does, thus misleading us on the true nature of reality and its 
knowledge?  The only way to explain this is to indicate a 
power, to be called maya, that makes us to experience the 
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infinite as finite and one as many.  Maya veils (avarana) the 
true nature of Brahman and projects (vikshepa) or 
substitutes for it the world that is so different from 
Brahman. 
 
 Even Ishvara or God is a form that is veiled by maya 
and, therefore, has to be transcended at the ultimate level of 
spiritual pursuit.  But knowing God as infinite, omniscient, 
omnipresent and omnipotent as the shruti describes the 
divine inscribes a measure of humility necessary to shed 
ego and purify mind.  Without this purification through 
recognizing the place of God in relation to humans (jivas) 
and the world (jagat), one would have a hard time moving 
toward the formless and featureless ultimate nature of 
Brahman or Godhead.  In this endeavor of knowledge 
where one needs to go beyond conceptualized information 
into transformative realization a selfless service of humanity 
in an ardent and sustained way can also make for such 
purification. 
 
 Now, if we take knowledge to be the nature of 
Brahman or spiritual ultimate, per the Rig-vedic maha-
vakya or great statement, an objection may be raised that 
knowledge is produced, sustained, altered or lost from time 
to time, while no such modifications are regarded as 
possible with respect to the spiritual ultimate.  Shankara, in 
response, distinguishes between two kinds of knowledge.  
One is the regular knowledge that involves the trinity we 
noted before, that is, the knower, the known and the 
knowing or the means of knowledge.  This is called vritti-
jnana or modification knowledge where consciousness 
reflected in buddhi or intellect takes the form of the object 
of sense and is determined to be knowledge by the intellect.  
Taking of the form of an object other than pure 
consciousness itself is possible only for reflected 
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consciousness and not for pure consciousness which is 
identical with atman or the core (in case the non-essentialist 
in you dislikes the word “essence”!) of individual self 
(which is the same as the cosmic self). 
 
 On the other hand, distinguished from vritti-jnana 
where consciousness illumines objects of outer or inner 
sense, there is the other kind of knowledge which is self-
shining and reveals itself.  It has no modifications ever.  It 
is called sakshi-jnana or witness knowledge, to be 
distinguished from vritti-jnana or modification knowledge.  
Here consciousness is merely a witness to what transpires 
in the everyday world.  It never swerves from its nature and 
is ever unaffected by anything, being stable and eternally 
stationed in its own nature.  Sakshi-jnana reveals the 
essence of individual self and the very nature of the cosmic 
self.  The nature of the cosmic self is pure consciousness 
itself.  As such it is the adhishthana or support of all vritti-
jnana.   The latter can be mistaken and can get corrected 
but witness knowledge is knowledge itself in its own nature 
and is not subject to mistake or correction. 
 
 The Bhagavad-gita in xiii. 32 provides a good 
example of how this may work.  It says that just as space 
which pervades all places and witnesses all movements, 
supporting them all, does not get tainted or affected by its 
occupants or their movements, the immutable cosmic self 
is not contaminated in its nature by anything that it 
supports in terms of knowledge or existence. 
 
 As far as existence, consciousness and bliss are 
regarded as the internal definition of spiritual ultimate, one 
can see that there is here an interplay and interaction of 
metaphysics, epistemology and axiology (which studies 
values, both ethical and aesthetic), emanating from the trio 
45 
 
of existence, consciousness and bliss respectively.  It is a 
mark of a well-integrated philosophy that its metaphysics, 
epistemology and axiology form a tight coherent whole 
rather than a jumble of disjointed and ill-fitting ingredients.   
 
 We find this in Plato and Hegel in a remarkable way, 
for example.  So, we see that advaita or non-dualist 
philosophy is an integrated whole whose metaphysical, 
epistemological and axiological elements run into each 
other.  While we treat these branches of the same tree in 
separate segments, we will find that the branches get 
intertwined and actively reference each other.  In dealing 
with one, we will find ourselves running into others.  This 
propensity for interaction is an aspect of philosophy itself 
for the enduring issues of philosophy too run into each 
other. 
 
 Now that we considered the admissibility, scope and 
limits of pratyaksha or perception and anumana or 
inference and how shruti or scriptural testimony supersedes 
it, we need to see how Shankara takes us beyond the whole 
realm of epistemology.  Shankara’s theory of knowledge 
states that in the final analysis or at the end of the day all 
pramanas or means of knowledge, including scriptural 
testimony, are transcended and left without application 
when it comes to realizing or rediscovering the atman, 
Brahman and their unity.  Brahman is self-luminous and 
trying to prove it by any of the three ordinarily admissible 
means of knowledge is worse than lighting a candle to show 
the existence of the Sun.  It is in this sense that we have to 
understand the Rig-vedic great statement prajnanam 
brahma or Brahman is knowledge, that the cosmic self is 
itself knowledge, the only knowledge that there is.  When 
this is realized, all other “knowledge,” including scripture, 




 Another interesting feature of Shankara’s theory of 
knowledge should be noticed in this context.  Shankara 
states that he would not believe any passage in scripture if 
it says that a barren woman had a son or that a rabbit grew 
horns or that a flower originated from empty space.  The 
point is that logical impossibility implies nonexistence 
automatically in any possible world.  It is not possible to 
argue that it may obtain in some other world if not in this 
world.  Well said by a pure logician! 
 
 So, how shall we arrange the various means of 
knowledge accepted by Shankara in an order of priority or 
epistemological strength?  At the top will be knowledge in 
its true nature where it reveals the self, cosmic self and their 
unity.  Next is logical impossibility which implies that 
nothing self-contradictory is ever possible in terms of truth.  
Thirdly, pratyaksha or perception has a priority in terms of 
adding to our knowledge.  Fourthly, anumana or inference 
is able to augment our knowledge by extending pratyaksha.  
 
 Shabda or reliable testimony has a complex status.  
Ordinarily it extends knowledge, assuming that the 
testimony is indeed reliable.  But in case of the scriptural 
testimony it is able to go beyond the range of human 
perception to bring us knowledge of objects beyond the 
senses, such as God, reincarnation, heaven and, of course, 
liberative knowledge.   
 
 The latter, when realized through spiritual 
experience, is able to sublate all other ordinary knowledge 
involving the trio of knower, known and means of 
knowledge.  In simpler terms, the duality of the knower and 
the known is transcended in liberative knowledge which 
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establishes the true nature of knowledge itself which 
consists of the self, cosmic self and their oneness. 
 
 








































NATURE OF REALITY 
 
 “Run!  Run for your life!” 
 
 “Why?  What’s the matter?” 
 
 “An elephant is loose on the street.  It was released 
from the King’s stable.” 
 
 “Let’s hide in that grocery store right there in the 
corner.  It looks like a safe area.” 
 
 “Yes, indeed, looks good and safe.  You are 
perceptive.” 
 
 “Hey, guys, you look scared!” 
 
 “We surely are.  Don’t you know an elephant from 
King’s stable is loose on the street?  You do business in the 
area, you should be the first to know.” 
 
 “I know what is going on.  I have my connections 
which tell me in advance what King is up to.” 
 
 “We thought your store should be a safe area.  But 




 “There is no cause for concern.  I will explain.  But, 
first of all, just relax and be comfortable.” 
 
 “All right, if you say so.  And thanks for assuaging 
us.  Now, say what’s going on.” 
 
 “It has to do with that young monk, Shankara.  Have 
you heard about him?” 
 
 “Yes, I have.  Just a boy.  But he is so bright.  He 
holds public meetings where he speaks and answers all 
questions from anybody.  Seems to know everything.  Some 
people call him Sarvajna or All-knowing.  Hey, but what 
does he have to do with the King’s elephant?” 
 
 “King heard about him and was greatly impressed.  
But he wants to test him out before he patronizes him.  If 
the boy passes his test, he will give him generous gifts to 
support Shankara’s monasteries.” 
 
 “Look, sir, you may be a good grocer and a very 
good businessman.  But you are still not connecting any of 
the dots in this situation.  King and a monk and a test and 
an elephant.  It’s all still like a big puzzle.  Say, just what’s 
going on.” 
 
 “Hey, you guys, be patient!  I am coming to the 
point and I will connect all your dots.  The monk boy 
Shankara goes around telling the public that the whole 
world is maya.” 
 
 “That means it is all an illusion or someone putting 




 “That’s what it looks like and it feels like it when you 
hear it from someone like you and me.  But I have been to 
Shankara’s public meetings.  Actually, a couple of them.  He 
was asked that question, as if it’s all really an illusion.  But 
the monk was very confident in his answer which was all 
philosophy to me.  I couldn’t get what he was saying.  But 
the guy, no, the boy explained in all seriousness and many 
people in the meeting get really very impressed.  So, what I 
can say is the monk seems to know what he is talking about.  
It is not as simple as someone is pulling some wool over 
your eyes and make you see a world when there is no world 
to see.” 
 
 “You seem to know a lot more about Shankara than 
any of us do.  I am still waiting for you to make sense, by 
connecting some of the dots.” 
 
 “My connections with the King’s court tell me that 
the king has the plan to let an elephant loose on the street 
just to scare the public.  The elephant is in good control and 
will not harm anyone.  But the idea is to scare Shankara and 
his monk retinue.  Scare them enough to make them run for 
their life.  And then the King will shout from his balcony to 
the group of monks and mock them for running from what 
just they think is an illusion.” 
 
 “A truly clever test.  And you are telling us that we 
can hear the whole conversation from right here in your 
store?” 
 
 “Exactly.  For, my store is at the right spot where 
this is going to happen.  Look, the monk group is 




 “Thank you, grocer gentleman!  You connected all 
the dots for us, finally.  We are going to be your regular 
customers now on.” 
 
 “Thank you, guys!  Let us watch.” 
 
 “I see the monks running.  Listen to the King now.” 
 
 “Hey monks!  Why are you running?” 
 
 “An elephant is loose and it may get us.  Who are 
you and what is your concern, anyway?” 
 
 “I am the King in this territory.  My concern is your 
leader says the whole world is maya, right?” 
 
 “Yes, King, Sir.  I am Shankara and this is my group 
of fellow monks.  You are right.  But we have to run.” 
 
 “But, Shankara, revered monk, the elephant is also 
maya, just maya.  You have no logical reason to run from 
maya.  As you say everything we see is maya.” 
 
 “Then, O King, Your Majesty, my running is also 
maya!” 
 
 “What a quick wit!  What intelligence!  Boy, I am 
impressed.  Hey, people, stop the elephant and take it to the 
stable.  And bring Shankara, the revered monk, to my court.  
I want to show him my appreciation.” 
 
*  *  * 
 
 After considering theory of knowledge espoused by 
Adi Shankara, it is time to turn to Shankara’s metaphysics 
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or the theory of reality.  Reality, existence and being are 
cognate terms often used without clear and precise markers 
around their meanings.  Very few thinkers in the world 
history, including Eastern and Western thinkers, have 
addressed the question of the nature of reality in itself.  
Mostly, philosophers deal with reality in opposition to 
something to be called unreal or apparent; they then 
proceed as if they have a good clear notion of reality.  But 
they don’t, obviously.  Who is to bell the cat?  Definitely not 
the rats, in which category the others have, sadly, fallen. 
 
 As far as metaphysics is concerned, Adi Shankara 
does have a criterion for what is to qualify as absolute or 
ultimate reality.  It is that it should not be sublated, 
overcome or abnegated by any other reality ever, holding 
itself unchanged in all the tenses of time, past, present and 
future.  Now, he also has taken a less travelled track with 
regard to reality in general, that of taking reality as capable 
of gradation.  Most assume that anything is either real or 
unreal and there is nothing in between the two.  Not 
Shankara.  He has grades of reality with different types of 
reality having differing grades.  This will clear itself as we 
proceed to details.  Let us begin at the logical beginning of 
Shankara’s narration of reality.  
 
 Ultimately, there is and can be only one reality and 
it has to be beyond the limitations of number, attributes, 
space, time, relations or any other characteristics known or 
knowable by us, let alone the politically correct gender, race 
and sexuality. 
 
 As such, reality in its ultimate nature is beyond all 
concepts, reason, language and ordinary experience.  It is 
best described via negativa, that is, negatively as, for 
example, not this and not that, or neti neti, in Sanskrit.  In 
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fact, that is how even shruti, or arguably the most capable 
narrator, describes it. 
 
 It is internally undifferentiated and, having no other 
reality beside it, is one without a second.  In other words, it 
is beyond all distinctions, internal or external.  Philosophy 
in Sanskrit notes three types of distinction: svagata, sajatiya 
and vijatiya.  The first is internal, like a cow which has its 
face different from its legs from its tail from its hoof and so 
on.  The second is between one cow and another.  All cows 
are different.  A cowherd can tell, although to others they all 
may look alike!  The third distinction is from different types, 
like, say, a cow is different from a horse from a chair from a 
tree and so on.  None of these three types of distinction 
applies to the ultimate nature of reality.  The highest or true 
reality is one without any of the three types of distinction. 
 
 Being infinite and ineffable, it is best approximated 
as neti neti or “not this, not that.”  Let us call it Brahman.  
There are various renderings of Brahman, like “Absolute,” 
“Ultimate Truth,” “Supreme Reality” and “Summum 
Bonum,” for example.  All of them fall short of the import 
acquired by the term “Brahman” in Sanskrit.  “Cosmic Self” 
and “Spiritual Ultimate” perhaps are among the less 
unacceptable renderings. 
 
 A still less accurate but practically useful 
approximation is to regard Brahman as a unity of or, rather, 
identical with sat or existence, chit or consciousness and 
ananda or bliss in their pure, infinite,  ultimate and intimate 
state. 
 
 Each of us exists, is conscious and keeps seeking 
outward bliss.  If, and when, we get to the bottom of our 
existence, consciousness and bliss inside us, we will realize 
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our identity with the most rewarding reality within each of 
us.  Let us call it Atman or Self. 
 
 In light of the above it is not difficult to see that 
Atman and Brahman are essentially one.  At least they are 
not different from each other and, in this sense, they fulfill 
the primal condition of singularity in the philosophy of Adi 
Shankaracharya, called advaita or non-dualism.   
 
 The term kevala, meaning sole, singular or 
exclusive, is used to precede advaita in order to distinguish 
this advaita from later, and different, advaita philosophies 
like vishishtadvaita or qualified non-dualism of 
Ramanujacharya and shuddhadvaita or pure non-dualism 
of Vallabhacharya.  Kevaladvaita is the technically accurate 
and conceptually precise term for the philosophy of Adi 
Shankara.  The latter, however, did not use the term and a 
practice continues whereby advaita is taken to mean 
Shankara’s advaita unless specified otherwise or context 
indicates a different advaita.  Kevaladvaita should be the 
preferred tern for the sake of exact thinking. 
 
 Not much is known about the life of Govindacharya 
who was the guru or spiritual teacher of Shankaracharya, 
but Shankaracharya’s grand-guru Gaudapadacharya was 
the illustrious author of Mandukya-Karika a work 
explaining the famous Mandukya Upanishad. 
 
 To say, however, that Atman and Brahman are one 
would not be entirely accurate in this philosophy, because 
“one” would imply the possibility of two.  Hence, the term 
advaita, literally meaning “not two,” is used in Sanskrit 
philosophy to indicate the absence of real difference 




 The highest purpose, goal and meaning of life is to 
realize our identity with Atman or our deepest Self which in 
turn is identical with Brahman or the Cosmic Self. 
 
 This realization where we discover the ultimate, 
eternal and true oneness of all and our identity with it is 
effected through ultimate spiritual experience that each one 
of us is capable of having in this life. 
 
 This spiritual experience is radically transformative 
and spiritually liberative but is of the nature of an 
experiential knowledge where the subject-object duality of 
ordinary experience or knowledge is transcended, sublated 
or substantially diluted.  Revealing our own essential 
nature, this experience yields the most compelling, self-
evident and self-certifying conviction possible and, as such, 
easily overpowers and clearly supersedes everything we can 
possibly imagine that can counter it. 
 
 Obviously, then, from the perspective of the 
experiential knowledge of Brahman or Atman the everyday 
world of multifarious names and forms is seen to be 
relatively unreal or just that, namely, nothing but names and 
forms devoid of substance, essence or core that is Brahman 
or Atman.  Put another way, the phenomenal world of 
names and forms is fleeting and transitory, drawing its 
relative reality from the only reality there is, which is 
Brahman or Atman. 
 
 Still another way of understanding Brahman or 
Atman is to grasp that it stands for the only singular reality 
that is never negated by any experience or knowledge and 
remains unchanged through all times, that is, past, present 
and future.  As such it is the ultimate reality or the only 




 Our everyday world whose relative reality is 
borrowed from Brahman, without whose support it would 
not exist independently, is not self-explanatory and points 
to a source that can manifest it.  Shruti or the scriptural 
testimony of the sages’ direct experience also asserts the 
same thing, only more straightforwardly, because sages 
have intuitive access to deeper aspects of reality beyond the 
sphere of sensible phenomena through their practice of 
spiritual cultivation over long and hard years of disciplined 
austerity. 
 
 Brahman in its pure form and immutable nature 
cannot be the perceived world’s creator proper, for 
otherwise the very act of creating the world would limit 
Brahman, which is unlimited in every way imaginable.  
Indeed, Brahman, if regarded as a creator, would become 
an agent of the act of creation while no type of becoming, 
change, movement or action is properly attributable to its 
nature as pure, perfect and unchanging being that is never 
in need of anything to do or accomplish. 
 
 The world as we know it is a huge set of limited 
entities.  The unlimited Brahman can be regarded as the 
indirect source of its manifestation or appearance.  
Brahman thus conceived in relation to the world is called 
Ishvara or God (literally, the Ruler).  The term Ishvara is 
close to the term God with which it bears significant, if not 
total, overlap. 
 
 Ishvara or God thus understood is the source of the 
world’s appearance.  The world can be taken to be arising 
out of Ishvara as sparks arise out of a raging fire or a web 
originating from a spider.  Ishvara is the direct cause of the 
world.  Ishvara is also the material and efficient cause of the 
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world.  Through the instrumentality of Ishvara, Brahman 
too can be regarded as the albeit indirect cause of the world. 
 
 Since the world goes through the cycles of birth, 
sustenance, dissolution, rebirth and so on, Brahman is then 
the ultimate cause of the cosmic cyclical processes. 
 
 In the relative hierarchy of reality, the world is less 
real than Ishvara who in turn is less real than the only truly 
real Brahman.   This is one area where Ishvara, having only 
borrowed reality lent by Brahman, differs from the 
commonly received term God which involves an ultimate 
personal creator reality. 
 
 The incessantly transient and limited names and 
forms that comprise the world point to something that is 
responsible for the way they are composed and move, 
giving rise to all individual entities of which humans form a 
subgroup.  It is called maya or delimiter.  It can be viewed 
as the primeval energy underlying Brahman or as the 
cosmic power of Ishvara that accounts for the Ishvara’s 
capacity to manifest the limited forms of the world. 
 
 Ultimately, maya is that which makes the one 
unlimited Brahman look like many limited entities that 
make up the world.  In this sense, it creates an illusory veil 
that conceals and distorts the true nature of Brahman.  
Contrary to a common misapprehension which regards 
maya itself as illusion, maya in Shankara’s sense is rather 
the cause of the illusion of making one singular immutable 
Brahman to appear as the manifold universe of our daily 
perception. 
 
 Maya may be called avidya or nescience at the 
individual level where it makes a human individual to 
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superimpose the only relatively real forms on the truly real 
Brahman.  It also misleads the individual in assuming false 
identity.  Thus, the individual superimposes one’s bodily 
and mental identity on one’s self.  Basically, we mistakenly 
identify ourselves as our body or mind in place of Atman or 
the true Self. 
 
 Assuming this mistaken and woefully limited 
identity we pursue limited and mostly external objects that 
we incorrectly assume will truly satisfy us.  When we do this 
within a framework of rules that treat fairly and kindly all 
that are involved, we can be said to be acting out the 
altruistic trait of maya called sattva.  By the way, Ishvara can 
be seen in this light as totally filled by this trait while acting 
in relation to the world and individuals in it. 
 
 When we passionately make the efforts needed to 
fulfill our desires we act out the egoistic trait of maya called 
rajas.  This trait helps us obtain the objects of the desires.  
Ishvara, having no such self-limiting personal desires, is 
beyond this trait. 
 
 When we disregard or hurt others in the process of 
moving toward the objects of our desires, we are acting out 
the egotistical trait of maya called tamas.  Ishvara cannot 
even be imagined to be tainted by this trait in any way. 
 
 The three traits of maya or delimiter thus 
distinguished go into the constitution of the entire universe 
and not just our psyche.  The whole world is composed of 
the three in different proportions.  There is nothing in the 
universe which is devoid of their presence. 
 
 To put the whole matter of maya differently, maya is 
real for all who are in and of the everyday world of sense-
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experience.  For those who have embarked on the spiritual 
path to realize Brahman in actual experience, it its 
ontological or reality status is anirvachaniya or 
indeterminate.   
 
 Shankara gives three examples or analogies to 
explain this: a rope that is mistaken as a serpent in a place 
with scant light, a sea shell that looks like a piece of silver 
from a distance and mirage that looks like water in a desert.  
Maya causes the only true reality, namely Brahman, to 
appear as the world which is very disparate from it.  Or, we 
by mistake superimpose reality on the world rather than on 
Brahman that we do not realize.   
 
 So, one who has embarked on a spiritual path to 
realize Brahman knows that the world is not truly real but 
continues to see it as real in the same way that one who 
mistakes a rope for a serpent or a shell for silver or mirage 
for water continues to see serpent, silver or water as long as 
knowledge of reality has not dawned on him or her.  Or, in 
another way, serpent, silver or water are illusions and 
therefore not real but are actually sensed as real, making 
their ontological status indeterminate.  On the other hand, 
for those who have achieved moksha or spiritual freedom at 
the end of their spiritual journey have actually seen the 
reality, so to say, of Brahman are not deceived by maya and 
can see maya for what it is.  Knowledge has dawned upon 
them and they thus know maya to be mithya or false and 
tuchchha or trivial.   
 
 Barring asat or what can never happen, such as a 
barren woman having a son, a rabbit growing horns or a 
flower growing from the sky, satta or reality can be arranged 
in a threefold hierarchy or gradation. At the top of the 
hierarchy is Brahman or Atman which has the only true 
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reality.  It is said to have or be paramarthiki satta or ultimate 
reality that is never sublated.  Right below it is the world of 
our daily experience which under the collective spell of 
maya can be said to have vyavahariki satta or phenomenal 
or apparent reality.  Knowledge of Brahman is the only 
thing that sublates it. So, it persists till Brahman is realized, 
just as dream world persists till waking sublates it.  Below 
the phenomenal reality are illusions like those of serpent, 
silver or water noted above.  They are sublated by right 
experience that provides knowledge of their particular 
reality.  Until such knowledge arises they are said to have 
pratibhasiki satta or mistaken reality.  Here we also include 
objects experienced in dreams which are sublated on 
waking.      
 
 The above three ontological types or reality grades 
relate to sat or the reality aspect of Brahman or Atman.  Chit 
or consciousness is another aspect that we have noted 
before.  At the human level we experience three transient 
manifestations of it in our routine life: jagrat or waking 
consciousness, svapna or dreaming state and sushupti or 
deep sleep state.  The pure consciousness which is the 
nature of Brahman, on the other hand, is eternal and not 
transient like these three.  While these come and go, it acts 
as their steady ground or adhisthana.  It is also called turiya 
or the fourth state that spiritual aspirants of advaita aim to 
achieve at the end of their journey. 
 
 Even as moksha or spiritual freedom is held to be 
the highest goal of human life it is interesting to note that it 
is not something to be acquired, such as a material object 
like wealth or even as a social object like name and fame.  It 
is just a matter of the liberative knowledge dawning on an 
individual.  This knowledge automatically removes 
ignorance like the Sun removing darkness.  We cannot be 
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said to be “acquiring” the Sun in the morning: similarly, 
realizing Brahman or achieving moksha is nothing more 
than removal of avidya ignorance. 
 
 Gauda-padacharya, Shankara’s parama-guru or 
grand-teacher, held a view called ajati-vada or non-
creationism.  He maintained that there cannot be creation 
at all, of any kind.  Brahman being beginningless and 
beyond all actions cannot at any point give rise to a 
multifarious world we see around us.  Hence, there was 
never, is not and never will be anything like creation.  This 
is a near-Parmenidean view.  Parmenides held that reality 
can only be One and, so, duality or plurality simply cannot 
exist.  As a corollary, no distinctions of any kind can also 
exist.  Such abheda-vada or non-distinctionism is of course 
the view of Shankara at the level of paramarthiki satta or 
ultimate reality. 
 
 Shankara’s advaita is sometimes referred to as 
vivarta-vada or phenomenalism.  This points to the feature 
of advaita philosophy relating to causality.  Shankara 
believes that effect pre-exists in its cause in a potential form 
and is a manifestation of what already is in the cause.  In 
other words, cause remains unaffected by the change that 
turns it into the effect.  The change is merely in names and 
forms and not in reality.  Brahman as true reality ever 
remains unchanged through all the transformations in its 
manifestations as the world we see around us.  However, 
from the viewpoint of maya or delimiter, changes in it can 
be regarded as parinama or really different effects albeit 
from the perspective of the vyavahariki or phenomenal level 
of reality. 
 
 Let us explain this in another way.  Brahman being 
the cause of the universe must be regarded with a grain of 
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salt in the sense that, since it is engaged in no action or any 
kind of relationship, it won’t be an ordinary cause of the 
universe.  Its relationship with the world as its cause, 
therefore, is unique and special one that is only accessible 
to shastra or scripture which is the eye of the sage.  It is like 
the rope that appears as serpent, with the world occupying 
the serpent’s position here.  It is the adhisthana or ground 
cause of the universe in this sense.  The mistaken serpent 
can disappear on true knowledge of the rope.  Similarly, the 
world which has arisen out of a mistake on the basis of 
Brahman would cease to exist once knowledge of Brahman 
arises.  The light of knowledge will reveal Brahman in its 
true self-effulgent existence.  It will come with the 
assurance that the world-serpent never existed and the 
Brahman-rope always existed. 
 
 As we have seen, entities can differ from each other 
in three ways: sva-gata or internal, like a cow’s legs being 
different from her horns, sajatiya or intra-categorial, like 
one cow being different from other cows and vijatiya or 
inter-categorial, like a cow being different from a horse.  In 
Shankara’s view Brahman is devoid of any of these three 
distinctions.  It has no internal differences because it has no 
parts.  Since there is nothing like it or unlike it outside it, 
there is no question of its being different in the other two 
ways also. 
 
 According to Shankara, sat or real is something that 
is never sublated, staying in existence at all times, past, 
present and future.  So, it is always true.  Asat or unreal 
exists at no time at all, like the son of a barren woman, hare 
with horns or a flower born in the sky.  So also, is thinking 
that something both is and is not.  All these are never true.  
There is no badha or sublation of sat or Brahman by 




 Jagat or the world is not sat or real in this sense, 
because it gets sublated by liberative knowledge that frees 
the spiritual aspirant from erroneous perception.  It is not 
asat or unreal either, because it does appear, unlike son of 
a barren woman, rabbit’s horns or sky flower.  It cannot both 
be and not be, because that is an absurd self-contradiction.  
Hence it is that it is sad-asad-anirvachaniya or sad-asad-
vilakshana or ontologically indeterminate.  Similarly, maya 
or delimiter too is ontologically indeterminate.  Ontological 
indeterminacy of something means that it is impossible to 
say whether the entity in question exists or does not exist. 
 
 Adhyasa or superimposition is itaretara or mutual.  
If one says “I am fat,” one is superimposing fatness on 
one’s self.  In statements like “Intellect knows right from 
wrong” and “Senses know their objects,” the knowing self 
is superimposed on what is not the self.  Incidentally, in 
advaita, intellect and senses are insentient evolutes of maya 
and are unrelated to Brahman which is sentient. 
 
  The upshot is that spiritual ultimate is called 
Brahman or Cosmic Self from the objective or macro-
cosmic perspective and Atman from the subjective, 
individual or micro-cosmic perspective.  The same entity is 
Brahman in the context of jagat or the world and it is Atman 
in the context of jiva or the individual soul.  Nishprapancha 
Brahman or Brahman-in-itself becomes Brahman-in-
relation-to-world.  Acosmic becomes cosmic.  Non-
complex being becomes complex being-and-becoming.  
This happens through maya or delimiter at the cosmic level 
and Avidya or nescience at the individual level.  Maya-
Avidya is ontologically indeterminate.  So is its evolute, 
namely, the world. It manifests the world through two 
powers in it: avarana or concealing the true and vikshepa or 
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projecting the false.  Since it has no cause, it has no 
beginning.  Its ground or support is Brahman which too, 
similarly, has no beginning.  Brahman-in-the-world is 
Ishvara or God.  Brahman-in-the-body is jiva or individual 
soul. 
 
 Individual soul has three upadhis or adjuncts which 
are its three bodies: sthula sharira or gross body, sukshma 
sharira or subtle body and karana sharira or causal body.  
The three bodies are not the self in its essence.  They arise 
through avidya or nescience.  They form a miniature world 
or microcosm.  Just as Brahman pervades the whole 
universe, Atman pervades its own world, namely, all the 
three bodies.   
 
 The three bodies are contained in five koshas or 
sheaths: gross body is covered in the outermost sheath 
called the annamaya or food sheath, subtle body is 
encompassed by three inner sheaths called pranamaya or 
physiological, manomaya or mental and vijnanamaya or 
intellectual sheaths and, finally, the causal body is 
contained in the anandamaya or bliss sheath which is the 
subtlest and closest to the soul or self.  The gross body is 
the externally visible or manifest physical body.  The subtle 
body comprises the five vital functions, five organs of 
action, five organs of sense and the fourfold antah-karana 
or inner sense.  The causal body consists of avidya or 
individual delimiting nescience and its results in the form 
of actions whose results we have to experience. 
 
 Everyone is a jnata or knower of the inner and outer 
world, karta or doer of actions and bhokta or experiencer of 
the results of one’s actions.  We assume these roles and 
discharge their functions fundamentally misguided 
through our ignorance that misidentifies not-self as self, 
65 
 
misjudges unreal as real and mistakes short-term and 
transient as long-term and permanent.  But with diligent 
effort and intelligent thinking we can lift ourselves from the 









































ETHICS OF LIFE 
 
 “Bhikshan dehi.  Lady of the house, please give alms 
to a batuka, monk!” 
 
 “Welcome, batuka!  I am very pleased see a bright 
young monk like you as a revered guest at my household.  
What is your name, batuka?” 
 
 “Namas-te, lady mother, greetings.  May God bless 
you.  My name is Shankara.  Bhikshan dehi.  Please give 
alms.” 
 
 “Namas-te, batuka.  But I am extremely sorry to 
disappoint you.  We are so singularly unfortunate to have 
nothing to offer any guest.  We are the poorest of the poor 
in this Brahmin community.” 
 
 “Lady mother, whatever little food, even a token, will 
satisfy me immensely.  Given your condition, it will be 
entirely inappropriate for me to expect a full meal as 
hospitality.” 
 
 “It is very nice of you, batuka, to be so gracious.  I 
am searching my tiny hut but I am unable to find anything 
to serve a guest with.  I just found this one amalaka fruit.  
Lakshmi Devi, the divine mother goddess of fortune, has 
deserted our household, leaving us in a dire situation.  I am 
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lucky to have found one amalaka fruit for you, revered 
monk.  I am embarrassed to offer such tiny alms to you.” 
 
 “I am grateful, lady mother, for this amalaka fruit.  It 
means a lot to me.  I wonder why Lakshmi Devi has been 
so unkind to your household.  I am going to plead to her for 
you.” 
 
 “Thank you!  And please plead for us, batuka, to the 
Goddess.  If anything, we need Lakshmi Devi’s blessings.” 
 
 “Oh, Divine Mother, Lakshmi Devi, please hear my 
plea for this gracious lady mother.  Kindly let me offer a 
pleading to you on her behalf.” 
 
 “This is Lakshmi Devi speaking, Shankara.  I may 
appear to be unkind but I am just.  I mete out right deserts 
to everyone.  There is no discrimination anywhere in my 
global wealth administration.” 
 
 “Mother Divine, I am sure you are just and kind, 
even as that is logically not possible to maintain all the time.  
Who, maybe but the Mother Goddess like you, can manage 
to be both just and kind all the time?” 
 
 “Yes, Shankara, people harbor unrealistic 
expectations of me.  They want me to make them rich and 
affluent.  Each and everybody wants more wealth than they 
deserve, lot more, believe me, than what is due to them.  So, 
you can imagine how hard a time I have dispensing the 
goodies fair and just.” 
 
 “True, Divine Mother, but can you tell me why you 
have deserted this household?  They seem to be very honest, 
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straightforward and hard-working folks to me.  Why do they 
not get back the value of what they put out in effort?” 
 
 “My dear Shankara, I am pleased with you for 
understanding my style of management.  I appreciate it, 
truly.  People like you are rare indeed.  Most just do not even 
try to understand what I have to do and how actually I do it.  
As to this household’s poor monetary condition, concern for 
their privacy prevents me from revealing to you the exact 
unjust deeds they did in their previous life that are 
preventing them in this life from getting their due.  
Unfortunately, their hard time is not yet over.  It should last 
about a couple of decades longer.  Let me assure you that 
after they have paid back for their past karma, they will have 
no reason for complaint.” 
 
 “Be that as it may, Mother Divine, I accept and 
understand the situation as you describe it.  However, I 
have one special pleading to enter in your court for your 
just, fair and, if I may add, kind consideration.” 
 
 “Shankara, this Mother is always kind to all her 
children.  And that includes everybody, as you know.  I have 
to put a rock on my heart when I need to reduce the 
kindness suitably and minimally in order to make room for 
justice and fairness.  Just tell me what is your special 
pleading?” 
 
 “Divine Mother, can you accelerate the reward to 
this lady for offering me the last piece of food, a singleton 
amalaka fruit, to me, a monk guest who traditionally 
deserves more than that but accepted the amalaka fruit as 
plenty?  If you can, please give the lady the reward for this 
extraordinary charity right now.  I believe I am not asking 
you to break your own rule of justice and fairness basically.  
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Just accelerate what is justly due to this lady mother and 
give her a comfortable dessert she deserves for her 
outstanding charity toward a batuka, a monk.” 
 
 “You are so wonderful, Shankara.  I am pleased with 
your outstanding wit, intelligence, generosity and sense of 
justice at the same time.  I am leaving right now but I will 
endow your host lady with her right dessert for her 
extraordinary charity instantly.  Enjoy!” 
 
 “I am very grateful to you, Divine Mother.  God 
knows how you handle being both kind and just all the time.  
But keep it up!  And thank you in behalf of my host lady 
mother.” 
 
 “Bless you, Shankara.  Good-bye.” 
 
 “Lady mother, do you see any change in your 
economic condition?” 
 
 “Change?  Batuka, there is a revolution here.  The 
entire house is full of amalaka fruits made of gold.  You are 
a miracle and grace of God for me.  God bless you!” 
 
 “Enjoy your good fortune, lady mother.  And thank 
Lakshmi Devi for all this.” 
 
 “Indeed.  Thank you, batuka, from the bottom of my 
heart!” 
 
*  *  * 
 
 After exploring Adi Shankara’s thought on 
knowledge and reality, it is time to turn to ethics.  Ethical 
values of life are another feature covered in Shankara’s 
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comprehensive thought structure.  Of course, ethics or 
moral philosophy is as ever-relevant as ever-controversial 
area.  Philosophers all through history and every nook and 
corner of the world have never tired of offering their diverse 
views about what is good, right and virtuous for and in 
human life.  Here is Shankara’s take on the matter.  
 
 A modicum of moral sense will enable anyone to see 
that we are free to act in relation to others but, once we act, 
we are responsible for our actions.  This means that we 
deserve reciprocal favorable results when we act under 
sattva and must endure reciprocal unfavorable results when 
we act under tamas.  The reciprocal results of rajas actions 
will simply be reaching the desired objects and habituating 
reinforcement of the desires leading to vasana or 
disposition toward future actions of the same kind.  
 
 What this means is that every action that affects 
others involved will result in a fair consequence or counter-
action that will meet the agent of the action.  The result 
would ensue in the right proportion to the way others are 
affected.  This basic ethical process that preserves the most 
fundamental moral sense of fairness in the heart of all of us 
is called the law of karma or the principle of reciprocal 
results of actions.   
 
 Diverse cultures through world history have 
embraced and implemented this sense of fairness in various 
ways.  As you saw, so do you reap, what goes around comes 
around or even eye for eye and tooth for tooth.  Heaven and 
hell of all kinds are projected by world religions as their 
peculiar offerings of the law of karma, knowingly or 




 In actual life we know that we do not get the results 
due right away.  The law of karma ensures that the results 
will obtain in their due course.  Every action leaves a 
samskara or driving impression, which will eventually 
produce its due result.  At the end of our life, though, we 
will have our own repertoire of samskaras or, in other words, 
an inventory of impressions due to actions that have yet to 
produce their due results. 
 
 According to the law of karma, part of this inventory, 
called prarabdha, will propel us toward incarnating in a 
body and circumstances suitable enough for us to receive 
its due results.  The balance of the inventory, called sanchita 
karma, will be carried forward as we live our life.  It will be 
seen that prarabdha is like an arrow that has been released 
from a bow and cannot be captured and manipulated by us 
as long as the body which it led to has life.  But sanchita is 
one that can be modified by proper efforts directed to 
improve, expand or reduce it.  Our free action that helps us 
do this is called kriyamana or the present action. 
 
 At any time in our life, we keep reaping the results 
due from our prarabdha and keep performing actions that 
continue to modify or add to our individual sanchita.  We 
do this in consonance with the sanskaras or driving 
impressions and vasanas or hardened habits we have 
inherited from previous lives.  As long as we have desire to 
attain limited materialistic goals of average life and keep 
acting to achieve them, we will be subject to the law of 
karma.  The latter will propel us into incarnations to fulfill 
what is due to us and make us to act further in our 
individual ways to accumulate new karma or actional 
inventory in samsara or the continuing chain of birth, death 
and rebirth. 
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 It does not matter whether we perform “good” or 
sattva action, the largely neutral rajas action or the “bad” or 
tamas action, for the reason that all action binds us to its 
due result.  A sattva action, which is usually regarded as 
“good,” also binds us to its favorable or happy result to 
which we are apt to get attached.  No wonder sattva action 
is called the golden chain.  It may look attractive but it still 
binds.  The result of a tamas action would be loathed, but 
eventually we will mature to learn that there is no free lunch 
and we have to pay for anything valuable that we desire or 
receive.  The other side of the coin of life is that we can get 
anything, provided we put in the necessary effort and wait 
for the result that is bound to arrive in due time. 
 
 Is there more to life than what this predicament 
indicates?  The advaita Vedanta philosophy of Adi 
Shankaracharya answers in a definite affirmative.  We will 
need to accept the prarabdha and stop accumulating the 
kriyamana.  We will also need to exercise our freedom to 
move toward the experiential knowledge of the unity of 
Atman or our deepest self and Brahman or the Cosmic Self.  
The resulting spiritual experience that unites us with our 
deepest identity will have the effect of releasing us from the 
chain of karma by destroying the sanchita or the inventory 
of past actions that have not borne their fruits yet.  Thus, 
liberated in this very life any individual can attain the 
highest being, ultimate knowledge and terminal fulfillment 
that life and reality can ever offer.   Such an individual is 
called jivan-mukta or one who has attained moksha or 
spiritual freedom while living rather than in a hereafter. 
 
 The upshot on ethical life is this.  Karma siddhanta 
or the law of karma ensures both our freedom to act as we 
choose or decide and the basic fairness that we expect in 
life.  It says that, while there is no free lunch, anyone can 
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achieve any end provided they put in the effort that equals 
its value.  It entitles us to the results and rewards of our 
actions precisely because we earned them.  It denies any 
reward for inactivity, while it rewards all actions for what 
they are worth, in their due time and course.   
 
 At the same time that the law of karma makes 
fairness a part of reality, instantly making sense of morality 
and fairness thereby, it also points to its built-in limitation, 
which is that the law binds us to temptation of rewards and 
habits of action.  Moreover, we never get anything for 
nothing.  We never can find a lasting fulfillment, nor do we 
move toward the knowledge and actualization of our 
deepest nature.  No action, however extensive or intensive, 
can dispel ignorance of our fundamental identity which 
alone can liberate us from the rote of having to work to get 
puny and ever-fleeting rewards of the material world.   
 
 The solution to the dilemma of karmic bondage of 
life is a spiritual path that ensures knowledge of the one 
being that is our own deepest identity at the same time that 
it is the very self of the cosmos.  Here is where knowledge 
and reality blend, to procure for anyone who works seriously 
on the path a result that is everlasting and terminally 
satisfying.  Being, awareness and joy or existence, 
consciousness and bliss dance into a unity in Shankara’s 


















WALKING THE PATH 
 
 Adi Shankaracharya’s diagnosis of our fundamental 
condition is that we are subject to maya or delimiter from 
the external perspective and avidya or nescience from the 
internal perspective.  The self-imposed limitation has 
caused self-inflicted harm on our spiritual welfare.  
However, we are not lost.  Each one of us can correct the 
matter and set oneself on the path to restore the true identity 
that can take one to the unity of existence, consciousness 
and bliss that is eternally secure and terminally fulfilling. 
The final state of the spiritual experience that is the 
culmination of this path is called moksha or spiritual 
freedom. 
 
 The spiritual path needed to reach moksha takes 
disciplined course of action called jnana-yoga or path of 
knowledge.  Karma-yoga or path of selfless action and 
bhakti-yoga or path of devotion to God are often posed as 
alternatives to the path of knowledge, with raja-yoga or path 
of meditation sometimes added as yet another choice.  It is 
also common to combine paths of knowledge and 
meditation or paths of selfless action and devotion to God.   
 
 Adi Shankara, however, insists that his path of 
knowledge is the path that dispels fundamental ignorance 
of one’s true identity.  He asserts that it takes knowledge to 
remove ignorance, a job that selfless action, devotion to 
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God and meditation cannot singlehandedly cannot 
accomplish.  Also, he affirms that when the Sun rises, 
darkness automatically dissolves itself.  Hence, we need to 
get the Sun of our true self rise to dissolve the darkness of 
our error. 
 
 This does not mean that Shankara discards the other 
paths as wrong or useless.  On the contrary, he regards them 
as useful to spiritual aspirants in their journey toward 
moksha or spiritual freedom.  Particularly, he thinks that 
the paths of selfless action and devotion to God, either 
singly or in combination, are what most aspirants need at 
the beginning when their mind is focused on externals.  
Treading on these paths will help them to retain their 
external focus to some extent and begin to turn it inward for 
good.  Bahiranga sadhana or cultivating one’s spirituality 
through these externally oriented paths can thus be 
recognized as a preparation or prerequisite for moving to 
the stage of antaranga or internally focused path called 
jnana-yoga or the path of knowledge. 
 
 The latter is the truly operative path that through 
stages leads one to the ultimate state of moksha or spiritual 
freedom or union with the spiritual ultimate.  Its progress 
involves three stages which are best sought through 
renunciation of social and family affairs and leading the life 
of a sannyasi or renunciate monk devoted full time to 
spiritual pursuit worthy of the highest goal of human life.   
 
 Short of renunciation, however, whatever one does 
to tread on the three stages of the antaranga sadhana or 
internal spiritual cultivation will bear fruit in its own time, 
depending on the condition of one’s karmic backlog.  Great 
patience and perseveration are often required, for one is not 
here embarked on a regular journey toward achieving 
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routine material goals but on the most important and the 
most difficult task of undoing the harm that has been done 
to one’s core through countless lifetimes.  
 
 Let us assume that one has practiced the external 
paths to achieve a workable measure of chitta-shuddhi or 
purification of mind and heart.  Having satisfied the 
prerequisite, one is ready to consider moving in earnest 
toward the internal aspect of one’s spiritual cultivation. 
 
 As noted, there are three stages from this point on.  
An adhikari sadhaka or an adequately prepared spiritual 
aspirant can skip some of these stages in part or whole.  But 
such skipping is best determined by a proficient guru who 
has achieved living liberation or jivan-mukti. 
 
 The regular successive trio of stages are called 
sadhana-chatushtaya or fourfold cultivation, shravanadi-
traya trio beginning with listening and mahavakya-viveka 
or total comprehension of the Great Statements.  When 
Govindacharya, Adi Shankara’s teacher, initiated and 
ordained him to the order of renunciate monks at the age of 
sixteen, he started him at the last of these three stages and 
Shankara immediately proceeded to internalize the 
meaning of the Great Statements, reaching jivan-mukti.  
Most of us are not close to Shankara’s stage of preparedness 
when he was sixteen.  Accordingly, we should try easier 
slopes.   
 
 Shankara was what is called uttama adhikari or 
advanced level aspirant when he was sixteen.  So, he was 
started at the third and final stage.  The madhyama adhikari 
or intermediate level aspirant is started at the second stage 
and a kanishtha adhikari or introductory level aspirant is 
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started at the first or beginning level of sadhana-
chatushtaya or fourfold cultivation. 
 
 It is interesting to remember in this context that Adi 
Shankara calls Arjuna a madhyama adhikari or a mid-level 
aspirant.  So, we can see that Krishna, Arjuna’s proposed 
guru in the second chapter of the Bhagavad-gita, starts his 
newly minted disciple Arjuna with the very first item in the 
second stage of internal spiritual cultivation, namely, 
shravana or spiritual listening.  The beautiful dialog that 
ensues between Arjuna and Krishna involves a lot of second 
item of the second stage, that is, manana or analytical 
scrutiny where Arjuna asks a lot of questions and Krishna 
responds to them with greatest wisdom.  Besides Shankara 
and before him, Krishna too was a Jagad-guru or world 
teacher (Krishnam vande jagad-gurum).   
 
 Sadhana-chatushtaya or fourfold cultivation, the first 
of the three internal stages of this spiritual cultivation, 
involves developing four virtues.  They are viveka or proper 
discrimination, vairagya or necessary dispassion, shat-
sampatti or six spiritual assets and mumuksutva or total 
commitment to moksha or spiritual freedom, the final and 
highest goal.  The spiritual aspirant needs to develop these, 
in order to start the process of moving through the next two 
stages of the regime of internal cultivation. 
 
 Viveka or proper discrimination is the ability to 
distinguish real from apparent, self from not-self and 
permanent from transient.  Vairagya or necessary 
dispassion, when developed, makes for independence from 
the temptations of sensual gratification.  Shat-sampatti or 
six spiritual assets comprise shama or inner restraint, dama 
or external control, uparati or saturation, titiksha or 
endurance, samadhana or intentness and shraddha or faith.  
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Finally, mumukshutva or total commitment to the final goal 
of moksha or spiritual freedom readies one to walk the 
second stage of the path of knowledge. 
 
 Antah-karana or inner sense or psyche has, 
according to Shankara’s advaita philosophy, four faculties 
called manas or option-forming, buddhi or decision-
making, chitta or mind-flow and ahankara or ego.  Now, 
cultivation of viveka or proper discrimination works to 
purify buddhi or intellect that makes decisions.  The chitta 
or the flow of consciousness with memory as its principal 
operative factor is purified by the practice of vairagya or 
necessary dispassion.  The cultivation of shat-sampatti or 
the six spiritual assets cleanses manas or the aspect of 
psyche that receives input from the senses and forms 
options to make sense of them.  Doubting is the main way 
manas operates, vacillating between several options on 
matters under question.  The fourth aspect or faculty of the 
psyche, called ahankara or ego is the one that needs to be 
smashed before embarking on further stages of any spiritual 
path.  Here, mumukshutva or total commitment to moksha 
or the highest goal called spiritual freedom arises only when 
ahankara or ego is eliminated.  Total commitment won’t 
arise until the desire to achieve the highest goal becomes 
optimally strong.   Traditionally, the first act from the 
desire for spiritual freedom is to surrender one’s ego to a 
guru or personal spiritual guide.  One sees that the whole of 
the psyche gets cleansed and purified, preparing one for the 
pursuit of more advanced stages of inner cultivation regime. 
 
 An important point about sadhana chatushtaya or 
the fourfold cultivation for the introductory level spiritual 
aspirant is that this is where antaranga or internal 
cultivation regime begins in earnest.  Before this level the 
prerequisites have to be satisfied which consist of basic 
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moral conduct emanating from recognizing one’s ethical 
accountability from the law of karma, then nishkama karma 
or the same moral conduct done without expecting rewards 
and bhakti karma which means doing actions for the sake 
of God.  All these prerequisites are meant to ensure a 
preliminary state of the mind which is being readied to have 
a strong desire for spiritual cultivation arise and bloom.  
Unless and until such desire emerges and makes home in 
the mind of the aspirant, the latter is not ready to embark 
on the internal cultivation in a steady manner.  He or she 
may start but a premature start would backfire and the 
aspirant will be set back and may even lose way.  Hence, 
the moral prerequisite is not to be regarded as perfunctory 
or defeasible requirement.  Successful completion of the 
prerequisite builds true spiritual aspirantship, so to say. 
 
 A successful completion of the introductory stage of 
the internal cultivation regime would see the rise of brahma-
jijnasa or strong desire to know Brahman.  The Brahma-
sutra, pointedly, begins with the aphorism athato brahma-
jijnasa, which means that the student of the text called 
Brahma-sutra is already supposed to be at the level of 
starting the second stage of the internal regime.  The 
cleansing of the four inner faculties is meant to ensure that 
the aspirant has reached the stage of true desire to know 
and realize Brahman.   Hence it is that the final item of the 
fourfold cultivation is mumukshutva or strong desire for 
spiritual freedom and a symptom of elimination of the ego.  
With the ego gone the aspirant emerges with total 
commitment to spiritual freedom at this point.  
 
 There is also a logical progression within the four 
items in sadhana chatushtaya.  Proper discrimination 
between self and not-self, real and unreal and permanent 
and transient, provided it is done with understanding, 
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purifies the deciding intellect which leads naturally to a 
reduction in one’s desire for transient objects of the world.  
This, providing the background for the next item, prepares 
the aspirant for the second stage of dispassion.  Developing 
the virtue of dispassion, in order, makes for purification of 
the mind-flow which has steadier spiritual contents flowing 
in it now.   
 
 The six-fold set of spiritual assets that follows has 
the important task of cleansing the option-forming faculty 
which is closest to the sense organs and is easily distracted 
by them.  This begins with inner restraint where the 
aspirant calms the mind from within and with the analytical 
understanding learned so far seeks to control the mind with 
suggestions that would make it to rest at peace again and 
again.   
 
 The next item in the set of six is outer restraint which 
becomes easier with the accomplishment of the first, 
namely, stopping the mind from turning outward, by 
controlling the extrovert tendencies.  Practice of saturations 
and endurance consolidates the accumulation of the 
spiritual assets thus far.  Faith in scripture, guru and oneself 
helps find a sure sense of security.  Last, but not the least, 
is the focusing of the mind and keeping it focused.  The 
fourth item in the cultivation quartet is mumukshutva or 
total commitment to moksha or spiritual liberation which 
will seal the aspirant’s state to be prepared for the 
intermediate level regime. 
 
 The latter begins with shravana or spiritual listening.  
Traditionally, it involves approaching a personal spiritual 
guide, called guru, who has reached or all but reached the 
final goal oneself and hearing about the Self and its identity 
with Cosmic Self from him or her.  The guru will apprise the 
81 
 
aspirant of the maha-vakyas or great statements found in 
the highest spiritual texts called the Upanishads. 
 
 The point of going through shravana is not a 
mechanical hearing of the guru’s statements or reading the 
Upanishads.  The spiritual listening meant here involves a 
thorough understanding of the propositions heard or read.  
At this stage the aspirant’s intellect may present two sorts 
of impediment called asambhavana or uncertainty and 
viparita-bhavana or contrary resolution.  Uncertainty raises 
doubts about the truth of the great statements of the 
scriptural sages.  Contrary resolution makes one to come to 
conclusions that are incompatible with spiritual 
advancement.  It is the purpose of the second item of this 
stage, called manana or analytical scrutiny to take care of 
and quell these two impediments.   
 
 Analytical scrutiny conducts a thorough intellectual 
investigation of every one of the great statements and settles 
all doubts and incompatible conclusions in favor of the 
unity of Atman and Brahman.  The third and final item in 
the trio of listening, thinking and meditating, called 
nididhyasana means meditation.  It should focus conscious 
attention on the great statements.  Our minds, even the 
minds of spiritual aspirants who are at this point of their 
regime, are hardened by long-time habits of the ideas and 
feelings inside them to become extrovert and to wander out 
and around.  To make them to focus on Brahman and keep 
them focused there in a steady manner will counter these 
extrovert tendencies and should be now relatively more 
hopeful task.  Nididhyasana or meditation accomplishes 
this by countering the extrovert tendencies with introvert 




 After steadying one’s mind with the focus on 
Brahman through meditation, the spiritual aspirant is ready 
to receive experience of enlightenment.  This final process 
of intellectual intuition is called mahavakya-viveka or 
rational internalization of the great statements.  Here the 
aspirant moves on one’s own, propelled by the arduous 
preparation so far and having purified and cleansed the 
mind in a total manner.  He or she is now finally ready to 
receive the liberating intuition that, like a powerful light, 
will remove all darkness within and fill oneself with the self-
effulgent unity of Atman or the deepest self and Brahman 
or the Cosmic Self. 
 
 Such an experience is like scaling the tallest 
mountain peak that there is.  It seals one’s unity with the 
most rewarding and blissful reality within as well as with 
the most spontaneous identity that one can feel or think of 
with everything that there is, within and without.  The 
experience is ineffable in itself.  But, pressed to speak about 
it, one will say it was a unity of sat, chit and ananda or 
existence, consciousness and bliss respectively in their 
most infinite, absolute, pure, independent and intimate 
form.   
 
 This bears repeating, albeit in slightly different 
words.  Four of the most significant maha-vakyas or great 
statements are (a) prajnanam brahma or Cosmic Self is of 
the form of knowledge or pure consciousness, (b) aham 
brahmasmi or I am the Cosmic Self, (c) tat tvam asi or thou 
art that, and (d) ayam atma brahma or this self is the Cosmic 
Self.  Having listened to them intently and understood them 
deeply, the aspirant has studied and examined them 
thoroughly through intelligent questioning and intensive 
thinking with the help of the guru.  The sadhaka or the 
83 
 
spiritual aspirant is now led to the state of total conviction 
of their truth. 
 
 The practice of nididhyasana or meditation on the 
import of the great statements readies the aspirant, whose 
total mentality is now greatly purified and cleansed, for the 
experiential realization of the ultimate truth of the sole non-
duality of Atman or Deepest Self and Brahman or Cosmic 
Self.  He or she receives the intellectual intuition bringing 
the ultimate truth to shine by its own light on the aspirant 
who is then liberated in this very life on earth, having burnt 
all sanchita or the accumulated inventory of previous 
actions, ready to live out the prarabdha or the inevitable 
remainder of the present body life.   
 
 The aspirant is no more an aspirant now but has 
become jivan-mukta or liberated-while-living and has now 
reached the logical terminus of life, realizing the ultimate 
reality by being it or discovering one’s unity with it.  The 
unity or, rather, non-duality is realized in actual experience 
of the highest kind and the deepest nature, of the infinite 
and ineffable truth behind everything, realized as unity of 
being, awareness and joy of the pure, infinite and ultimate 
nature. 
 
 It is also of paramount importance to see here that 
the liberative experience achieved here has not been 
influenced by any kind of force from within or without.  No 
influence of the nature of a doctrine, dogma or authority has 
been laid to bear on the aspirant.  The latter is simply made 
one and whole with one’s own deepest identity as not 
separate from the essence of the entire universe.  One Being 
is realized by One Being as One Being, so to say.  And there 





 Reference may be made to a nicety here, for 
whatever it is worth.  When the aspirant moves toward 
moksha or spiritual freedom through the final stage of 
mahavakya-viveka or rational internalization of the great 
statements, one attains, first, the stage called savikalpa 
samadhi or conscious union.  Here one is conscious of one’s 
identity with Brahman.  The final stage is called nirvikalpa 
samadhi or optionless union where the unity with Brahman 
or, rather, the discovery of the oneness with Brahman is 
complete, making one to shed the self-consciousness about 
it.   
 
 May everyone become jivan-mukta or liberated-
while-living!  Meanwhile, we pay Adi Shankara tributes for 
inspiring us toward the highest goal and pointing the path 
that leads to the achievement of the goal of realizing the 






























 We have seen how Adi Shankara should be placed 
among the most brightly shining luminaries in the 
philosophical skies of India or even the Eastern world.  Adi 
Shankaracharya, his full name for reference, has a secure 
revered place among intellectuals and spiritual aspirants 
alike.  Not too many have found such a place among these 
two groups which have tended rather to evade each other, 
taking a bird’s eye view of the cultural history of the 
humanity.  Let us attempt a brief review of what we have 
learnt about Adi Shankara’s thought on life, knowledge, 
reality, ethics and spirituality. 
 
 The term “acharya” is added to his name, Shankara, 
to indicate “a revered teacher.”  “Adi” is not his first name.  
It rather means "the first one," telling us that we are talking 
about that Shankaracharya who is historically the first of the 
many Shankaracharyas who followed him in the line of 
succession of monastic heads that he established in all the 
four directions of India. 
 
 Adi Shankara enjoys a special place in the history of 
India’s philosophy.  His incredibly short life of just thirty-
two years has been filled with legends and anecdotes by the 
Hindu tradition of which he remains to be a great exemplar, 
albeit not without controversy.  Shankara combined a razor-
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sharp logic with a bold big picture philosophy that is 
intuitive for many and, yes, provocative for some.  Let us try 
to capture its essence in a nutshell as a review, in the 
following.  It could show, like a spicy intellectual desert, 
why Shankara’s ideas excite so many and yet manage to irk 
a few at the same time. 
 
 Shankara spoke and wrote in Sanskrit, the classical 
language par excellence, of India.  A famous verse in 
Sanskrit sums up Shankara’s philosophy thus: Brahma 
satyam, jagan mithya, jivo brahmaiva naparah.  It means, 
“Spiritual Ultimate is the truth, the gross world is not; 
individual soul is none other than the Spiritual Ultimate. 
 
 Shankara emphasized four maha-vakyas or great 
statements as the culmination of his spiritual method.  They 
are culled as the very essence of the four Vedas or scriptural 
knowledge of his tradition.  Prajnanam brahma, meaning 
“Cosmic Self is knowledge,” sums up the wisdom of the 
Veda known as the Rig-veda.  The Veda called the Yajur-
veda is summed up in the statement Aham brahmasmi 
which means “I am the Cosmic Self” or, more tellingly, “I 
am the One!”  Wisdom of the Sama-veda is represented by 
the statement Tat tvam asi or “That thou art.”  Finally, 
Atharva-veda chimes in with its great statement Ayam atma 
brahma meaning “This self is the Cosmic Self” or, more 
expressly, “This self is the One Being.” 
 
 We can already see how Shankara’s philosophy says 
that there is only one being in the universe and it is not 
different from any individual’s own deepest identity.  It 
excites many because they instantly see why anyone finds 
oneself at the center of their life and world.  It rubs some 
the wrong way, striking them as narcissistic.  Manifestly, a 
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careful look at Shankara’s thought would help to see his 
meaning and context to dispel knee-jerk reactions. 
 
 Next, let us note four salient principles that are like 
pillars of Shankara’s philosophy.   
 Nirguna Brahman, or the Spiritual Ultimate, is 
beyond all attributes, features, qualities or categories that 
anyone can think of; 
 
 Brahma-vivarta, or everything we can ever perceive 
is no more than an appearance of the Spiritual Ultimate; 
 
 Anirvachaniya-khyati or the gross world that is 
manifest before our eyes is ontologically indeterminate, 
which means that its status cannot be boxed in as real or 
unreal; 
 
 Jivan-mukti, or any human is capable of realizing the 
Spiritual Ultimate in actual experience in this life on the 
planet earth.  Shankara recommends a spiritual method to 
accomplish this high life goal.  The method is known as 
jnana yoga or spiritual path of knowledge. 
  
 These are the stages through which a spiritual 
aspirant, following the method of Adi Shankara, advances 
toward the goal of realizing the identity of the individual self 
with the cosmic self. 
 
 A. Bahiranga or external prerequisites.  This has two 
items which can be combined by the aspirant as needed: 
 
  1. Nishkma karma or selfless action where 
the aspirant cultivates the habit of performing selfless 




  2. Bhakti or devotion to God, maintaining a 
life style of love and adoration for God who is conceived as 
the Superintendent of the universe 
 
 B. Antaranga sadhana or internal cultivation: 
 
  1. Introductory level (Kanishtha adhikari): 
Sadhana-chatushtaya or four steps to be taken at the 
beginning of the internal spiritual stage of the aspirant’s 
journey: 
 
   a.  Viveka or proper discrimination 
 
   b. Vairagya or necessary dispassion. 
 
   c. Shat-sampatti or six spiritual assets 
 
    i. Shama or internal restraint 
    ii. Dama or external restraint 
    iii. Uparati or saturation 
    iv. Titiksha or endurance 
    v. Shraddha or faith 
    vi. Samadhana or spiritual 
focus 
 
   d.  Mumuksha or intense desire for 
spiritual liberation 
 
  2. Intermediate level (Madhyama adhikari): 
Shravanadi traya or the trio beginning with listening: 
    
   a. Shravana or spiritual listening 
 




   c. Nidishyasana or deep 
contemplation 
 
  3. Advanced level (Uttama adhikari): Maha-
vakya viveka or rational internalization of great statements: 
 
   a. Prajnanam brahma or the Spiritual 
Ultimate is knowledge 
 
   b. Aham brahmasmi or I am the 
Spiritual Ultimate 
    
   c. Tat tvam asi or that thou art 
 
   d. Ayam atma brahma or this self is 
the Spiritual Ultimate 
  
 Hopefully, this summation has a sufficiently 
organized structure where the sequence of steps in Adi 
Shankara’s spiritual method is clear for view and precise for 
review.  The logic of the conceptual array should also be 
transparent in light of our detailed coverage of it in previous 
chapters.  The well-organized thinking of Shankara here 
shows his seriousness about the immense project he 
envisages in his mind.  It also shows the connection 
between the theories of knowledge and reality articulated 
previously with the practical application of the same in 
actual spiritual method where the aspirant advances 
through a sequence that is well thought out ahead of time.  
Of course, this broad guideline is just that.  Shankara 
himself would insist that the aspirant’s guru would make 
sure how the aspirant’s individual progress is facilitated 
through appropriate changes and modifications necessary 











WHAT WOULD SHANKARA SAY? 
 
 Thus far we have been narrating, articulating and 
exploring Adi Shankara’s spiritual path in view of its 
underlining philosophy in the best possible light, so to say.  
It is necessary to proceed with great respect for the person 
whose deep, comprehensive and greatly influential thought 
is being delineated.  I have also tried to present Shankara’s 
thought in an idiom that is accessible and intelligible to a 
reader who has a more than casual interest in Shankara’s 
thinking.  Given the gravity of the subject, this cannot have 
been a very easy reading so far.  A goodly appreciation is 
due to the reader who has come this far in a sort of an 
intellectual adventure in perusal!   
 
 Since I have prioritized communication of 
Shankara’s serious and impactful thought on life, world and 
beyond, I have not paid particular attention to nuances and 
niceties of historical paraphernalia or sheer details of fine 
intellectual points.  For one thing, I did not want to 
approach the subject matter as a professional 
historiographer or as a mere academic philosopher.  I did 
not want to get lost in a cobweb of nuances and a jungle of 
minutiae, busying with trees and their branches and leaves 
so much as to lose sight of the big-picture forest. 
   
 The analogy should be with a public park rather than 
a forest, with Shankara being a meticulous horticulturist 
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who has tended a grand and comely design for the park.  I 
wanted to keep my eye focused on this design rather than 
on some individual plants even as such would be of interest 
to a scholar targeting Shankara for a pedantic critique.  I 
regret any errors that may have crept in on this 
account.  Being sophistical historiographer, philological 
scholar or academic philosopher had not been the prime 
goal in this effort.  Not to lose sight of Shankara’s overall 
vision for the sake of petty details has, on the other hand, 
been a distinct aim. 
   
 There are two aspects of interest to note, even as 
they are intertwined in Shankara’s thought: spirituality and 
philosophy.  As far as spirituality is concerned, Shankara’s 
thought on the subject came under heavy fire by theistic 
Vedanta that developed after Shankara and assumed a sort 
of dominance in Hindu tradition.  Historians call this the 
Bhakti Movement.  Shankara was attacked as an illusionist 
or maya-vadin by the bhakti thinkers who regarded the 
world to be as real as Brahman which they equated with 
God or Ishvara.  They also valorized videha-mukti or 
liberation in hereafter, at the cost of Shankara’s jivan-mukti 
or liberation-while-living.  With the advent of the modern 
era, particularly the British Raj, Abrahamic faiths too joined 
in the chorus of the Bhakti thinkers and their theologians 
and other protagonists have leveled critical attacks on 
Shankara’s not-fully-real God. 
 
 At the philosophical level, criticisms were leveled at 
Shankara’s gradation of reality itself.  Apart from asat or the 
unreal, the real itself, called sat or satta, as we have seen, is 
of three types or hierarchical levels: paramarthiki satta or 
the true full reality, such as one that belongs to Brahman 
and Atman, vyavahariki satta or phenomenal reality 
wherein the world and God are placed and pratibhasiki satta 
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or mere appearance, like dreams, illusions and such.  Bhakti 
thinkers did not admit any levels of reality.  They urged that 
either something exists or it does not.  According to their 
view, there are no half-way houses between real and unreal 
such as Shankara proposed. 
 
 Another point of philosophical concern among 
Shankara’s followers was whether there was only one soul 
(eka-jiva-vada) or many souls (bahu-jiva-vada).  Each view 
ran into problems.  With one soul, all should be liberated if 
one is liberated.  And that is obviously not the case.  With 
many souls, real and full liberation is in danger. 
 
 
 A further point of departure occurred on the locus or 
ashraya of Shankara’s maya.  They argued that, if you put it 
too close to Brahman it will threaten the singular purity that 
is Brahman and, if you make it totally separate from 
Brahman, it tends to be a full independent entity 
jeopardizing the professed non-dualism.  The Bhakti 
theologians argued that maya too has to be either real or 
unreal.  Shankara’s designation of its status as somewhere 
indeterminate between reality and unreality was 
meaningless for them.  Even more pressing was their 
challenge to Shankara’s followers to articulate the precise 
relation between Brahman and the world through the 
intermediary instrumentality of maya.  The key question 
was How does the world process, creation or manifestation 
get started in the first place.  Here, Shankara’s followers 
split into three camps holding three different views.  Since 
we are not interested in historiography or personalities we 
will look at the three views rather than the niceties and 
nuances of who among myriad followers held close to one 




 One view, called abhasa-vada, held that maya or 
avidya acted to veil the true nature of Brahman and started 
the world process or individual soul's karmic journey where 
the world or soul is a misleading appearance of Brahman or 
Atman.  Another view, called avachchheda-vada, said that 
the relationship is not that of appearance but of 
delimitation.  So, infinite Brahman or Atman, here, is made 
to appear as delimited because of maya or avidya.  In the 
third view, the world or soul is a reflection of Brahman or 
Atman in maya or avidya. 
 
 What would Shankara say?  That is the question we 
need to ask ourselves as we ponder Shankara’s own 
philosophy and spirituality as delineated in previous 
chapters and try to bring it in relation to these questions, 
issues and different responses from Shankara’s followers.  If 
Shankara were alive and talking to us, we would certainly 
ask him these questions.  We would like to know how he 
would respond.  Would he side with one or the other 
alternatives or propose something different and new?  Of 
course, we assume that he is not going to backtrack on any 
of the major ideas, principles and views we have seen him 
propound in the previous chapters. 
 
 I am going to take the risk, think for Shankara, and 
then propose and articulate what would appear to me to be 
his answers or responses on the issues just raised.  You, the 
reader, are welcome to engage in thinking on your own and 
come out with different responses.  I will of course give 
reasons for what appear to me to be Shankara’s likely 
responses.  You can give yours!  The point of this exercise 
is not just speculation.   
 
 It is the very important one of gauging the logical 
strength, viability, durability and tenacity of Shankara’s 
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philosophical vision in support of his spiritual thought.  
Above all, we should not underestimate the potential of 
Shankara’s view.  If we come up with good strong 
responses, that in itself will show that Shankara was not just 
a major thinker who influenced the posterity greatly, but 
was also a truly great thinker whose thought is able to stand 
up to the test of time and validate itself across history and 
its vicissitudes. 
 
 Let us start with the tangled issue mentioned last 
above.  The one that caused the post-Shankara advains to 
split into three groups: abhasa, avachchheda and 
pratibimba.  Shankara himself hinted at all three but did not 
show a clear preference, so uncharacteristic of him.  He is 
such a clear thinker otherwise.  Shows his humanity.  No 
human has perfect philosophy, not even the best of 
philosophers. 
 
 I will rule out pratibimba right away, though.  It is 
so physical.  What is there in Brahman or atman to reflect 
themselves like in a mirror?  Of the three analogies, 
reflection is the most physical and, if anything, we are not 
talking about anything so gross as physical.  We are 
presumably talking about something that is the subtlest, or 
so we are told by seasoned advaitins.  So, why entertain even 
the idea of pratibimba or reflection when it comes to 
Brahman or Atman? 
 
 Having thrown out the obvious ill-fit of the trio, we 
have two left, of which, too, abhasa or appearance smacks 
of physicality.  Non-physical entities like Brahman or 
Atman do not “appear,” even misleadingly.  Granted, all 
three are analogies and none of them is to be taken literally 
or stretched beyond their breaking point.  But we are 
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comparing these here to see which one to go for as the least 
dissatisfying one. 
 
 My choice, therefore, is avachchheda or 
delimitation.  It is the least physical of the three and, 
further, it is logical in concept.  Limitation can be physical 
or non-physical.  An entity can be limited in physical size or 
in intelligence, for example.  So, delimitation is also 
nonspecific.  It has the widest range when the ranges of the 
three are compared.  And we are talking about the entire 
world or life process here.  We need a concept that has the 
widest range, not a narrow range like reflection or 
appearance. 
 
 Hence, Shankara, we can feel confident, would 
prefer delimitation out of the three here.  He was eminently 
a logician of high caliber, so on that very count he would 
prefer a logical rather than physical sounding concept.  He 
had the tenacity to declare that he would discard even shruti 
or the highest scriptural authority if it would assert the 
existence of a barren woman’s son, for instance.  And how 
does he know that a barren woman cannot have a son in 
past, present or future?  By the sheer logic of it, for it is a 
logical impossibility, being a patent self-contradiction.  We, 
or at least logicians, know that nothing self-contradictory 
can ever exist. 
 
 I have another support in my thinking about 
delimitation.  In fact, at least two intellectual giants, one 
well-known and another unsung.  The well-known 
intellectual is Vachaspati Mishra, the famed author, and 
husband, of Bhamati, the most-renowned scholarly 
commentary on Shankara’s best work, namely, Brahma-
sutra-shankara-bhashya.  It was named after Vachaspati’s 
wife, called Bhamati.  Vachaspati Mishra was a prolific 
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intellectual.  He wrote major works on many different 
philosophical systems.  This is quite a rare achievement in 
the history of Indian philosophical tradition where most 
thinkers stay guru-bound pretty much to one school or even 
sub-school of philosophy.  We can say Vachaspati was a 
great devil’s advocate!  In fact, he was a very strong and 
logically astute proponent of avachchheda or delimitation. 
 
 Vachaspati has laid out his avachchheda-vada or 
delimtationism in Bhamati which, as we saw, is the most 
highly regarded commentary on Shankara’s magnum opus, 
his commentary on the Brahma-sutra.  We earlier 
referenced that Mandana or Sureshvara, one of Shankara’s 
closest disciples, wanted to write his commentary on 
Shankara’s Brahma-sutra commentary.  At the time, 
Shankara did not commission to fulfill this ambitious task 
and is said to have told him that he would write it when he 
would later reincarnate as Vachaspati.  If we believe this 
narrative, that Vachaspati is none other than Mandana or 
Sureshvara, we have yet another reason to think that 
Shankara would prefer avachchheda to the other two, 
namely, abhasa and pratibimba, because who would be able 
to tell what would Shankara say better than one of his 
closest disciples?! 
 
 The unsung intellectual giant who would support 
me on delimitation is Pandit Madhusudan Ojha.  He wrote 
two hundred books on Vedic philosophy but never achieved 
recognition due to him because he wrote them all in 
Sanskrit.  A very few are published, even in Sanskrit.  To my 
knowledge, I was the first to introduce his ground-breaking 
and original breaking of the code of the Vedic style of 
philosophizing in my book called Philosophy of the Gita.  
Ojha too favors delimitation as the primary concept that is 
most suitable to place at the start of the cosmic process in 
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advaita.  He does admit the other two too, but at later stages 
of the Vedic cosmology. 
 
 The next issue on what would Shankara say pertains 
to the ontological status of the world and maya.  It seems 
that here Shankara will hold on to his three grades of reality, 
namely true, apparent and illusory.  He probably would also 
hold on to his indeterminate status theory, called sad-asad-
vilakshana and anirvachaniya khyati.  Logically, this is not 
a knockout position for him to take.  But it is too important 
for him to hold on to as best he can, because a great deal in 
his philosophy depends on it.  It is indeed difficult to give 
good clear sense to the idea of anything hanging between 
existence and non-existence.  Even the Bhagavad-gita 
proclaims clearly, in chapter 2, verse 16, that being can 
never become non-being and non-being being.   
 
 Well, it is possible to twist the Gita’s use of sat and 
asat to suit Shankara’s views on the subject.  Yet, logically, 
a stronger position for an advaitin in this connection would 
be to say that Brahman is the sole real entity and maya has 
existence, such as what it has, only as borrowed from 
Brahman.  Ojha elaborates this beautifully, but that is a 
different subject.   
 
 To be fair, Shankara’s grading of reality or analyzing 
the concept of reality to become a matter of degree rather 
than kind, so to say, while uncomfortable and somewhat 
counterintuitive, it is not devoid of merit on the issue.  One 
would wish, however, that Shankara should have articulated 
a clear criterion for his grades of reality rather than just 
make them dependent on intuitive sublation.  For example, 
a person in dream state is supposed to be sublating the 
dream state intuitively when waking up.  Then he uses this 
non-knockout reasoning to support an extension where the 
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liberated person “similarly” negates the waking state 
experiences.  Also, the woke person, if asked for reason for 
sublation, can give a pretty convincing array such as the 
waking state being consistent, durable, time tested, proved 
by the testimony of almost everyone around and so on.  
Shankara, though, chose to go for intuitive sublation, 
maybe because he anticipated using it to support the 
liberated person’s sublation of the waking state.  Anyway, 
not a knockout position for Shankara here. 
 
 Having dealt with the issue of Shankara’s three 
grades of reality, two issues are left on the question What 
would Shankara say.  One is that of whether there is one 
soul or many souls and the other is about posthumous 
liberation and whether God can have full reality.  Genuine 
and enduring philosophical issues have a tendency to run 
into each other which is one reason why they resist 
knockout resolution.   
 
 So, a connected issue may be cited here as well.  To 
many people it is not clear whether Shankara is a realist or 
an idealist.  While this question can relate with many other 
issues in any philosophy, not just Shankara’s philosophy, 
we might connect it here with the present issues, those of 
souls, living liberation and God.  Moreover, it may be a way 
to look at Shankara’s philosophy as a whole, in light of 
other, particularly Western philosophy and religions that 
have leveled criticisms at Shankara’s philosophical and 
spiritual thought.  Again, we will avoid historiographical 
concerns and personality issues as we have done here 
studiously.  Our focus will stay on central issues around 
Shankara’s spiritual path with its philosophical support. 
 
 Brahman, when regarded as totally featureless or 
nirguna, is described as neti neti, or not this, not that, in a 
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negative way.  When positively characterized, it is held to 
be of the nature of sat or existence, chit or consciousness 
and ananda or bliss.  Of these three Shankara emphasizes 
chit by far lot more than sat and paying almost lip service to 
ananda.  So, if the only true reality for him is preferably of 
the nature of consciousness, it is tempting to think that his 
view of reality should have a good measure of idealism at 
the cost of realism.  It may be clarified that the term 
“idealism” is being used here not in its populist sense of 
having lofty morals but in the technical philosophical sense 
of regarding all reality as essentially dependent on mind.  It 
is in this sense that Shankara’s preference for 
consciousness, at the expense of existence and bliss, can be 
interpreted as a preference for regarding reality to be 
dependent on consciousness which is an aspect of mind. 
 
 But from common sense perspective pure 
consciousness appears to be an abstraction extracted from 
mind.  At the practical level, called vyavahariki satta or daily 
transactional reality by Shankara, the jiva or individual soul 
or empirical self is involved in the trio of knower, known 
and knowing as we have seen while dealing with Shankara’s 
treatment of the means of knowledge.  This at once makes 
clear that Shankara is not interested in regarding the known 
as dependent on knower, knowing or their combination.  
He rather holds that the three are just that, the three and not 
all somehow to be lumped together under mind thereby 
undermining the independent status of the known as in 
common sense.  Also, he affirms the standard Vedantic 
position that perception of external objects is accomplished 
by consciousness emanating from mind, contacting the 
object, say a cow, taking the rupa or form of that object, 
becoming a vritti consciousness thereby, presenting the 
finished product back to the inner sense or antah-karana, 
where buddhi or intellect finally decides it to be a cow and 
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gives it the nama or name “cow.”  Just as in common sense, 
Shankara has the distinct aspects of the knowledge process, 
the knower, known and knowing, without raising the 
question whether the reality of any of the three has a priority 
undermining the others.  For that to occur, that is, for 
Shankara to have a clear idealistic position, known would 
have to somehow merge in the knower or knowing, losing 
its independent status in reality.   
 
 Again, pratyaksha or perception as a means of 
knowledge is not understood as bringing new knowledge 
altogether.  It basically adds to what we already know 
through common sense, like cows and horses to be existing 
whose existence is not sublated ever by any common-sense 
experience, except only by the unusual experience of 
Brahman.  Anumana or inference also is another way to 
extend our knowledge.  Shabda or reliable testimony too 
serves to extend the common-sense arm, so to say.  We go 
beyond common sense only when shabda from shruti texts 
embarks on a sublation of common sense, going beyond to 
an area not accessible by other means of knowledge.  That 
is where God, heaven and karma come in.  But of the 
highest interest is, of course, Brahman, which would 
remain totally unknown to us but for the shruti telling us 
about it.  We then begin to recognize that it is the goal to 
pursue, and the highest goal, for that matter. 
 
 The point of this narrative is that Shankara does not 
seem to have a clear interest in undermining commonsense 
realism of the world and external objects for the sake of 
mind, of which they could be made functions.  There does 
not seem to be even an attempt in this direction.  This is 
clearly not the case with, say, Buddhist philosophical 
schools which, like vijnana-vada in particular, offer a 
“mind-only” or such doctrine meant to diminish the 
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independent reality of physical objects.  In Western 
philosophy idealism has been enunciated by several 
thinkers, particularly Berkeley and Leibnitz, not to speak of 
nineteenth century idealists. 
 
 Now, this observation leads directly into a resolution 
of the issue between eka-jiva-vada or one soul theory and 
bahu-jiva-vada or many souls theory.  If Shankara has no 
clear inclination toward idealism, it is not profitable to think 
of him as interested in a single soul theory which is 
dangerously close to solipsism.  Idealism has strong 
arguments compared to realism which stands more on 
dogmatic appeal to common sense.   
 
 But solipsism would be disastrous for Shankara 
whose reputation was already under attack for harboring 
the concept of maya which was a move away from robust 
common sense.  A version of one soul theory was the drishti-
srishti-vada or the view that perception is creation.  
Shankara’s avowed effort to leave common sense world 
ontologically intact at the level of vyavahariki satta or daily 
transactional stage would not augur well for the single soul 
theory.  It is doubtful that he made any clear movement of 
thought toward idealism and, consequently, toward the 
single soul theory.   
 
 Vachaspati and Sureshvara are among the foremost 
advaita thinkers favoring many souls theory, while quite a 
few have fallen for one soul theory.  One reason may be the 
influence of Buddhist idealism.  Another possibility is that 
with one singular Brahman stealing the limelight one 
singular maya too becomes a good adjunct to it.  
Consequently, there is no impetus to fragment it into 
innumerable avidyas at the individual level.  So, 
maintaining a sort of conceptual symmetry in the course of 
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dominant non-dualist thinking can be expected to lead 
thinkers to one soul theory.  But this at this stage or point is 
not much more than speculation. 
 
 Common sense would dictate that there are many 
souls and they pursue uneven and diverse interests, 
resulting in a plethora of souls bound up in materialistic 
pursuits.  Only few of them can be seen as rising above 
materialistic hedonism toward a lasting spiritual freedom.  
But the single soul theory’s implication that when the single 
existing soul is liberated all souls would also be liberated is 
quite uncomfortable to entertain.  The only alternative is to 
connect all souls in a holistic community, thereby having 
everybody to wait until the very last person is liberated when 
all would be liberated.  This would smack of the Buddhist 
ideal of Bodhi-sattvas helping others and waiting for all to 
reach nirvana together.  But the very idea of a holistically 
interconnected community of all souls in the world goes 
against the fundamental notion of karma making every soul 
a distinct individual responsible uniquely for its own karma.  
To erase every individual’s personal karma and intertwine 
it with that of the mass of humanity in a gigantic chaos 
makes little sense.  So, Shankara can be seen rather 
confidently as saying that he would not succumb to the one 
soul theory. 
 
 One aspect of the may should theory is that it 
overpopulates the world of real entities.  Also, finding an 
intelligible source for this host of souls requires ingenuity.  
Take reflectionism or pratibimba-vada for instance.  It has 
tended to hold that there is only one maya in which 
Brahman is reflected, giving rise to Ishvara who then is 
further reflected in the individual avidyas residing in the 
antah-karana or inner sense of the many jivas.  So, it seems 
to take a reflection of reflection to account for the plurality 
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of individual souls.  One also has to distinguish between 
original singular maya as the cause-maya and the plural 
avidyas as the effects-avidya.  Neither very convenient or 
comfortable.  This may be one reason that drove many 
advaitins to go for one soul view.  Even so, it seems 
Shankara would still say that many souls theory makes 
better sense. 
 
 What would Shankara say on the issue of his jivan-
mukti or liberation-while-living as against videha-mukti or 
liberation after death?  It is also connected with the issue of 
Shankara’s Ishvara or God not being fully real at par with 
Brahman.  Devotionalist theologians attacked both these 
positions with abandon.  Western religions, when they got 
a foothold in India, too, have targeted both the points 
against Shankara’s thought.  Would Shankara relent?  What 
would he say? 
 
 It is safe to assume that Shankara would not relent 
on any of the two issues.  For one thing, there are quite a 
few shruti texts asserting that one who knows Brahman 
becomes Brahman.  The Gita too has statements to that 
effect.  Still, it is hard to affirm that God is sublated after the 
liberation achieved by a non-dualist in this life.  If anything, 
many examples can be adduced where the liberated 
advaitin continuing to worship God.  Did not Shankara 
himself write many of his hymns to God and Goddess after 
his liberation experience?  So, it would seem that God has a 
special place in Shankara’s architectonic of reality.  With 
this in mind Shankara might say that he has paid his due to 
God, so to say, just enough to overcome the charge that he 
puts Brahman above God. 
 
 Yet, would the God-at-the top community of 
believers and theologians all around the world be satisfied?  
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The Indian counterpart of this community already 
formulated its doctrinal theistic interpretation of shruti texts 
proclaiming that Brahman is nirguna or devoid of all 
attributes.  They would say that “no attributes” should be 
understood to mean “no evil attributes” for we never find 
anything in the world that is totally devoid of all attributes.  
An entity without any attributes has all the looks of void or 
non-entity.  They charge that to put it on a pedestal and 
even above God is outrageous if not blasphemous. 
 
 Shankara’s response would be that it is the spiritual 
experience of pure consciousness, existence and bliss that 
counts, not a religious dogma or belief structure woven 
around the dogma.   His final liberative experience is free 
of doctrinal pre-commitment and universal in both content 
and appeal, while a dogma-centered belief system is bound 
to be narrow and localized.  Again, the ultimate reality both 
at the cosmic level and deep individual level is bound to be 
infinite, ineffable and beyond all attributes which, even if 
benign as in God, are, after all, delimiting and restrictive of 
its scope. 
 
 Theistic spirituality, not to be outdone, would argue 
that such all-transcending ultimate, even though nominally 
spiritual, is so abstract and vacuous in the extreme that no 
person is able to relate with it in any significant or 
meaningful way.  All humans are, all said and done, persons 
deep down and need a divine person to relate one on one.  
You can at most meditate on empty awareness but you 
cannot relate with it to give meaning to your life.  God, in 
this view, is the only form of spirituality that makes human 
sense. 
 
 Shankara, not to be left behind, would contend that 
every human, deep down, is not a limiting and limited 
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person but pure consciousness with no excuse to be 
restricted and bound down to a finite and puny personality.  
How can there be a true liberation without being released 
from a base restriction of individuality?  Moksha is spiritual 
freedom in the final analysis and must therefore cross all 
boundaries to meet and merge with the infinite ultimate at 
the most intimate level. 
 
 The theist may continue the vigorous dialog by 
saying that such crossing of boundaries is exactly what 
occurs when you are face to face with God.  There is no bliss 
and joy that exceeds what you get in the presence of God in 
heaven.  And, if you are not there to have any experience, 
having lost your very individuality, what good a spiritual 
realization is going to be?  You do not need an ego trip of 
being the cosmos itself in order to find fulfillment.  Such 
audacity and pride are unbecoming of a spiritual aspirant 
who should be humble, outgoing and giving out. 
 
 Shankara’s rejoinder could be that Brahman is 
nothing short of the true nature of God himself at the 
deepest level.  When God is not relating with the world, 
what is he like?  He, or she, if you will, would then be one 
with his own pure consciousness.  Theologians may call the 
nature of God in himself as Godhead.  It is what it means to 
be God, which is God’s own true nature.  Compared to it 
everything, even including God as he appears to us in 
relationship, has no better than just a relative, restricted, 
albeit God-given reality, which is best called maya.  Hence, 
in his view, we need to go beyond a personal God to 
Godhead itself, which is Brahman. 
 
 The discourse may continue and probably should.  
But let us have Shankara the last word here, which is his 










ABOUT THIS WORK AND THE AUTHOR 
 
About This Work 
 
 This work is well described as my expression on the 
subject, which is Adi Shankara’s spiritual path and 
Shankara’s underlying philosophy supporting it.  But more 
can be said and here it is. 
 
 Basic material for this work, One Being: Spiritual 
Path of Adi Shankara, was presented as Philosophy of 
Jagad-Guru Adi Shankaracharya: A Workshop, on 
December 10-12, 2010 to the joint sessions of Gita and 
Hinduism Study Group and Vedic Philosophy Study Group, 
largely under the auspices of the Hindu Temple of Dayton, 
Ohio and graciously hosted by Dr. G. S. V. and Mrs. Suseela 
Ramanathan.  The present work has modified and 
considerably expanded the original workshop material.   
 
 Even so, the central concept behind both works has 
been the same: serving the needs and interests of all who 
are interested in understanding and utilizing the spiritual 
path of Adi Shankaracharya, generally known as jnana yoga 
or path of knowledge.   
 
 The present work, called One Being: Spiritual Path 
of Adi Shankara, seeks to extend this concept to somewhat 
wider audience of all those with more than casual interest 
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in knowing about Adi Shankara's philosophy and 
spirituality from a sympathetic and spirituality-friendly 
perspective.  Shankara’s spiritual path, widely known as 
jnana-yoga, has considerable philosophical thought 
surrounding and supporting it.  Hence, a good deal of 
philosophy is expected in and through its exposition and 
enunciation. 
 
 Adi Shankara is approached very sympathetically of 
course by his very large group of followers and admirers and 
their immense output.  This work does not pretend to be 
making substantial addition to that output.  Stalwart 
advaitins may find much that is wanting in this work.  I offer 
my regrets in advance, on that count. 
 
 There are many other approaches to Shankara’s 
thought.  I would like to mention two hackneyed 
approaches at this point: one that pretends to be academic, 
neutral and intellectually oriented and the other that is 
hostile and negative, issuing from a religious sectarianism, 
from within or without Hinduism.  Both fail to provide clear 
understanding of Shankara's philosophical concept 
structure in light of the spiritual framework of Shankara's 
intention, with the former given over to historicist 
disputations about the date and disciples of Shankara and 
the latter absorbed in depicting a dogmatically inspired 
malign distortion of Shankara's thought. 
 
 Not that the two approaches are totally wrong-
headed or without any value.  They have a place, albeit far 
less exalted than what their protagonists assign them.  
Intellectual objectivity of the former approach is more claim 
than fact, for hardly any philosophy or philosophical 
criticism exceeds the value of its own unexamined 
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presuppositions which it may try to hide or gratuitously 
assume as self-evident.   
 
 True, Shankara has his own presuppositions, which, 
though, this work lays bare and does not seek to obfuscate.  
Philological scholarship, also involved in this, putatively 
scholarly approach, has largely fared worse than the 
attempts at philosophical evaluation, both in general and in 
regard to Shankara.  The philologists’ general lack of 
philosophical training has hardly stopped them, A. B. Keith 
down to the present, from making apodictic 
pronouncements on the nature, value and coherence of 
Shankara's philosophy.   
 
 History, philosophy, religious studies, sociology and 
cultural anthropology, sometimes even psychology are 
among the academic disciplines that get involved in 
assessing and proclaiming a so-called objective value of 
Shankara’s work.  Having been an academic of this genre 
for decades and being involved in many of these disciplines, 
I do not see much more than a pedantic utility for their 
output laden with sophistry and prejudice so far in the 
matter.  I am not unwilling to argue my case and can be 
easily engaged.  But this is not the place for it.  For 
reference, details of my methodology and its rationale can 
be found in my Philosophy of the Gita, Peter Lang, New 
York, 1991, passim. 
 
 The sectarian attacks on Shankara, on the other 
hand, are just that.  They come from theistic Vedanta in the 
main, as far as Hinduism is concerned.  They call Shankara 
and his followers names like maya-vadins or illusionists.  
There is no need to denounce the validity of their own 
various brands of theism.  However, their motives in 
pursuits of fundamentalist orthodoxy cannot be called 
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sincere.  Similar and probably worse approbation is due to 
sectarian attacks on Shankara from outside Hinduism.  
They lack coherence and knowledgeability even more than 
the internal Hindu criticisms.  I respect theistic spirituality 
deeply and have given some account of it at the end of this 
work where I have presented a discourse-like dialog 
between Shankara-style non-dualist mysticism and 
standard theistic dualist approach to it.  Reference the 
chapter called “What Would Shankara Say?” 
 
 Shankara publicly engaged intellectual celebrities of 
his time in debates.  Some of the views which they held are 
still around.  Criticisms or, rather, attacks from those 
corners are entirely understandable and debate on those 
counts may not yet be settled.  The needed ground clearing 
probably has yet to occur.  The future will show what 
progress, if any, is made on the matter. 
 
 I have done away with the entrenched scholarly 
tradition of using pedantic, cumbersome and hardly 
readable diacritical marks for Sanskrit texts.  The populist 
method of using capital case letters for certain sounds in 
Sanskrit, gaining coinage currently, has distraction built 
into it that restricts readability.  Instead, I have used the way 
Sanskrit names given to Hindu newborns are transliterated.  
It is simple and readable.  A little lack of phonetic precision 
does not hurt.  Hindus familiar with this method have 
gotten along well for decades of British Raj and of the 
present times. 
 
 The present work aims at laying bare Adi Shankara's 
central concept structure with respect to both his 
philosophy and spirituality.  Both are integrally important 
to him and both need to be enunciated as sympathetically 
as he deserves to.  Also, the enunciation needs to be done 
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in an idiom that is accessible and intelligible to a serious 
reader at the present time.  The work seeks to target this as 
well.  Of course, it is intended to steer clear of the 
detractions and blemishes of the two approaches 
mentioned above, namely, the scholarly-academic- neutral 
approach and the hostile-dogmatic-sectarian approach.  
However, suggestions for improvement are welcome and 
can be directed to rameshphilosophy@gmail.com. 
 
 A word or two about my personal acquaintance with 
Shankara's thought should be in order.  I was brought up in 
a household with two conflicting Hindu thought streams.  
My father was a follower of Shankara in both philosophy 
and spirituality.  My mother was much into Mahatma 
Gandhi's reformist Hinduism as her father and uncles were 
involved in Gandhi's non-violent struggle for India's 
independence from the British Raj.  Some of my best friends 
were staunch Shankarites and I had frequent vigorous 
discussions with them about Shankara's thinking.  While I 
have a soft corner for Shankara's brand of non-dualism, I 
also regard devotional theism as a valid form of spirituality.  
How I reconcile the two is manifestly a complex and 
separate intellectual matter to articulate.  Such articulation 
is a desideratum for another work in the future. 
 
About the Author 
 
 Professor Ramesh N. Patel taught philosophy and 
religion at Antioch College, Yellow Springs, Ohio for 
twenty-five years.  He retired in 2002.  At school five Sanskrit 
teachers showered grace on him to inculcate Panini’s 
vyakarana in his mind.  He went ahead to earn his B.A. and 
M.A. in Sanskrit at the University of Bombay in St. Xavier’s 
College.  He received several honors, distinctions, prizes 
and scholarships for his performance in Sanskrit.  He was 
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appointed a Fellow in Sanskrit at St. Xavier’s.  His 
specialization at M.A. was “Veda and Comparative 
Philology.”  He took his LL.B. from Government Law 
College at the University of Bombay.  Abandoning his 
doctoral work on “Anomalous Grammatical Forms in 
Rigveda” he joined Indian administrative service as Class 
One Income Tax Officer for six years, during which period 
he found time to do doctoral work on “The Problem of 
Universals in Modern Analytic Philosophy” and “Rational 
Philosophy in Sanskrit.” 
 
 He came to the U.S.A. where he earned M.A. and 
Ph.D. in Western philosophy at the University of New 
Mexico.  His master’s thesis was called “A Critique of 
Logical Atomism.”  His doctoral dissertation was titled “A 
Constructive Critique of the Foundations of Philosophy.”  
He taught philosophy at Lake Forest College for six years 
before arriving at Antioch College in 1976. 
 
 Ramesh taught more than seventy different courses 
in Eastern, Western and comparative philosophy and 
religion, thus becoming a generalist rather than a specialist.  
Antioch’s emphasis on teaching allowed him to focus on 
teaching a wide variety of courses rather than publish 
abstruse articles in professional journals.  He taught 
courses in all the historical periods of Western philosophy 
including contemporary analytic philosophy, 
phenomenology and existentialism.  He taught numerous 
courses connecting philosophy with other academic 
disciplines, for example, philosophy of art, history, 
language, law, mind, religion, physical sciences, social 
sciences and so on.  He taught courses in world religions 
and comparative religious studies. Besides philosophy and 
religion, he also taught courses in meditation, music, 
financial management, business ethics and personal 
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finance.  His most notable experience at Antioch was his 
course called Gandhi: Truth and Nonviolence, which he 
taught for eighteen years.   
 
 Ramesh owned a small business in nearby Fairborn, 
Ohio for thirty-three years.  His wife Kanta ran the business, 
while Ramesh pursued his academic interests.  Ramesh 
also has taught at Union Theological Seminary and 
Wittenberg University.  After retiring from Antioch, 
Ramesh has continued to teach under the auspices of the 
Hindu Temple of Dayton, voluntary adult courses in 
Bhagavad-Gita, Hinduism, Upanishads, Vedic philosophy 
and spirituality studies. 
 
 Ramesh has written and presented several articles in 
philosophy and religion.  His book Philosophy of the Gita 
was published in 1990.  He published his book Hinduism 
for Today in 2012.  Besides his wide-ranging interests in 
philosophy and religious studies, Ramesh has his own 
philosophy which he calls "logical meta-philosophy."  Over 
years he has enriched this philosophy with influences from 
Mahatma Gandhi and Pandit Madhusudan Ojha.  He 
invites anyone and everyone to engage him in philosophy, 
particularly philosophy of spirituality and enduring issues 
in logical meta-philosophy.  He can be contacted at 
rameshphilosophy@gmail.com. 
 
 Jyotir-mayi bhavatu jivana-madhuri te. 














GLOSSARY OF SANSKRIT TERMS 
WITH EXPLANATIONS 
 
 Essential meanings of frequently used Sanskrit 
terms are briefly described.  Explanations are provided 
where necessary, to convey conceptual context and fuller 
comprehension.  Multiple meanings of a term are separated 
by semi-colons (“;”).  Commonly used Sanskrit terms in Adi 
Shankara’s and cognate Hindu thought are included.  Of 
course, this is not an exhaustive list, but it should prove 
quite useful as a ready reference guide to Sanskrit terms 
commonly found in Hindu literature in philosophy and 
religion.  
 
Advaita non-duality, theory or philosophy that the 
individual self and cosmic self are one and the same in 
essence 
 
Advaitin  one who holds the non-dualist theory of advaita, 
which see 
 
Adhyasa  superimposing something on something else 
 
Ahimsa  nonviolence 
 
Ajati-vada  theory that there was never any creation, held by 
Adi Shankara’s guru’s guru, Gaudapadacharya 
 




Antah-karana  conscience; inner sense, which is fourfold: 
manas or option-forming intellect, buddhi or deciding 
intellect, chitta or receptacle of consciousness and 
ahamkara or self-sense 
 
Anumana  inference, a means of knowledge, where 
knowledge occurs by connecting an object with another 
associated object 
 
Anupalabdhi  non-finding, a means of knowledge, where 
absence of an object is known by finding its non-presence 
at a location 
 
Apat  difficult or trying circumstances 
 
Apatti  See apat 
 
Aranyaka  Forest Treatises, a class of Vedic literature, 
combining  
spiritual and mundane matters 
 
Artha  social values, one of four values of life.  See 
purushartha 
 
Arthapatti  semantic necessity, a means of knowledge, 
where knowledge of an alternative is gained by exhausting 
other alternatives 
 
Ashrama  stage of life.  There are four ashramas.  See 
brahma-charya,  
griha-stha, vana-prastha and sannyasta. 
 
Ashraya  ground; locus 
 




Atman   deepest self, spiritual essence of individual reality 
 
Avastha  state of consciousness.  There are three types of 
states here: jagrat, svapna and sushupti, which see.  These 
are states of normal consciousness.  The fourth, called 
turiya, occurs at the level of liberation, which see 
 
Avatara  divine incarnation, which can be purna or full, 
amsha or partial or avesha or inspirational 
 
Avarana  veiling, a power of maya (which see) that veils the 
true nature of Brahman 
 
Bahu-jiva-vada  many souls theory, holding that there are 
many souls in the world, see eka-jiva-vada 
 
Bhagavad-gita  Song of God, being a part of the epic Maha-
bharata 
 
Bhakti  devotion, worship 
 
Bhakti-yoga  spiritual path of devotion to God 
 
Bheda  difference or distinction.  It is of three types: 
svagata, sajatiya and vijatiya, which see 
 
Bhuta  being; living being; gross elements of matter 
 
Brahma  God viewed in his aspect as creator 
 
 
Brahma-charya  conduct designed to attain moksha or 
spiritual freedom; celibacy, in word, thought and deed; the 




Brahman  impersonal essence of reality, spiritual ultimate, 
cosmic self 
 
Brahmana  social class of educators and clergy; Liturgical 
Treatises, a class of Vedic literature, comprising of 
commentary, explication and application of Vedic hymns 
 
Chhandas  metrics, prosody; one of six traditional areas of 
study to access the Vedas.  See vedanga 
 
Chit  consciousness; pure consciousness behind the 
familiar subject-object duality 
 
Dama  restraint, self-control, temperance 
 
Dana  charity, giving 
 
Darshana   philosophy as vision of reality, divided between 
astika or Veda-accepting and nastika or Veda-rejecting.  See 
mimamsa, nyaya, sankhya, vaisheshika, vedanta and yoga 
 
Desha  geographical region 
 
Deva  god or form of nurturing energy, usually indicating 
derivative divinity, as against God, who is primary divinity 
 
Dharma  moral fulfillment, one of four values of life.  See 
purushartha.  Divided between samanya or universal and 
vishesha or particular, of which samanya has logical 
primacy but has been unfortunately overshadowed by 
vishesha. 
 




Eka-jiva-vada  one soul theory, holding that there is only 
one soul in the world 
 
Gita  popular name for Bhagavad-gita, which see 
 
Griha-stha ashrama  second stage of life, that of a 
householder 
 
Guna  string, constituent, energy strand; everything other 
than units of pure consciousness, whether mental or 
physical, consists of three gunas or energy strands called 
sattva, rajas and tamas.  Also see prakriti 
 
Guru  personal spiritual guide 
 
Ishta-deva  chosen deity, a Hindu’s chosen form to 
approach God for his or her personal worship 
 
Ishvara  God, primary divinity, world ruler, conceived as the 
superintendent of the universe 
 
Itihasa  history, especially exemplary history used by sages 
to illustrate moral life.  Two noted examples are the epics 
Ramayana and Maha-bharata 
 
Jagat  world, moving world shared by all living beings 
occupying common space.  See samsara 
 
Jagrat  waking state of consciousness 
 
Jati hereditary lineage, the caste community 
 
Jiva  individual soul 
 




Jivan-mukti  liberation while living, see videha-mukti 
 
Jnana  knowledge 
 
Jnana-yoga  spiritual path of knowledge, propounded by 
Adi Shankara 
 
Jyotisha  electional astronomy, being one of six traditional 
areas of  study to access the Vedas.  See vedanga  
 
Kala  time 
 
Kalpa   liturgical observances, being one of six traditional 
areas of study to access the Veda.  See vedanga 
 
Kama  desire; physical needs, one of four values of life.  See 
purushartha 
 
Karana  cause 
 
Karana sharira  causal body 
 
Karma  action, especially actions of any individual that 
affect others; as a  principle, called karma-siddhanta, it 
means the law of moral accountability, biblically expressed 
as “As you sow, so do you reap,” it leaves samskaras or 
impressions and vasanas or tendencies through which 
accountability is achieved; there are three types of karma: 
prarabdha, sanchita and kriyamana, which see 
 
Karma-yoga spiritual path of selfless action, detaching 
oneself from the rewards of actions 
 




Kevaladvaita  sole non-dualism, precise designation of Adi 
Shankara’s philosophy, see advaita 
 
Krishna  God incarnate, eighth major incarnation of God, 
after Rama and before the Buddha.  Krishna taught the 
Bhagavad-gita to the world, hence he is also called Jagad-
guru or world teacher 
 
Kriyamana  a type of karma, which see.  It is the action that 
is being done presently which will be added to the inventory 
of actions not yet fructified called sanchita which see 
 
Kshatriya  social class of soldiers and police force, with 
assignment to maintain law and order 
 
Lakshana  definition.  In Hindu logic definition is of two 
types: sva-rupa or internal and tata-stha or external, which 
see 
 
Lakshmi  Goddess in her aspect of preserving the universe 
.  She particularly presides over wealth and prosperity, 
which are the primary means of preservation 
 
Maha-bharata  Largest epic in the history of world 
literature, consisting of about 100,000 verses.  It depicts the 
war between good and evil.  A Hindu text of itihasa, which 
see 
 
Maha-vakya  great statement, there are four of them, culled 
as the essential teaching of the Vedic sages 
 




Manu-smriti  law book by Manu, an authoritative secondary 
scripture 
 
Maya  delimiter, pejoratively translated as “illusion”, it 
stands for that which makes the spiritual infinite appear to 
be material finite, causing rather than being illusion of 
making the real look different from what it is; see avarana 
and vikshepa 
 
Mimamsa  linguistic hermeneutics, orthodox Hindu 
philosophical system laying down rules of interpreting 
Vedic texts 
 
Moksha  spiritual freedom, being the highest goal, one of 
four  values of life.  See purushartha   
 
Mukti  spiritual freedom, see moksha 
 
Mumukshuta  intense desire for moksha or spiritual 
freedom, the highest spiritual goal.  This is the fourth stage 
of the fourfold spiritual cultivation or sadhana-chatushtaya, 
which see 
 
Neti neti  “not this, not that,” celebrated Upanishadic way 
of indicating the ineffability of the ultimate spiritual source 
of the universe 
 
Nididhyasana  deep meditation or contemplation 
 
Nir-guna Brahman  ultimate spiritual reality in its pure 
state, without any mundane association with guna or 
energy strand.  Akin to Godhead.  See guna  
 
Nir-guna upasana  approaching the spiritual ultimate as 




Nirukta  exegetical hermeneutic, determining meanings of 
Vedic terms through their etymological origins, one of six 
traditional areas of study to access the Veda.  See vedanga  
 
Nish-kama  selfless, without regard to rewards 
 
Nyaya  logical realism, Hindu philosophical system laying 
down  nature and criteria of logical truth 
 
Pancha-maha-yajna  five great reciprocations, daily 
oblations to five elements of the eco-system to which all 
humans are indebted: rishis or sages, pitris or ancestors, 
devas or nurturing energies, manushyas or human 
community and pashus or animal kingdom 
 
Paramarthiki satta  ultimate true reality 
 
Prajnana  knowing consciousness 
 
Prakriti  nature, comprehensively including everything 
other than units of pure consciousness.  It consists of three 
energy strands called guna, which see 
 
Prama  knowledge; knowledge with assurance of validity 
 
Pramana  means of knowledge, see anumana, anupalabdhi, 
arthapatti, pratyaksha, shabda, upamana 
 
Prarabdha  a type of karma, which see.  It is that part of 
sanchita or accumulated inventory of previous but 
unfructified actions that leads to the next body after death.  
It is, therefore, like an arrow released from a bow that 
cannot be stopped, even by the jivan-mukta (which see) or 




Prasthana-trayi  the three key texts of the Vedanta 
philosophical system: Upanishads, Bhagavad-gita and 
Brahma-sutra. 
 
Pratibhasiki satta  apparent, erroneous reality, like that of a 
serpent in a rope or mirage in a desert 
 
Pratyaksha  perception by sense organs, a means of 
knowledge 
 
Puja  formal worship 
 
Purana  a genre of smriti or secondary scripture.  There are 
eighteen puranas, all composed by the sage Veda-vyasa 
 
Purusha  person; in Sankhya, a unit of pure consciousness; 
triple source of individuality in the Bhagavad-gita 
 
Purushartha  four objects of human effort or values of life.  
See artha, dharma, kama and moksha.  
 
Rajas  kinetic energy strand, source of motion and passion.  
See guna 
 
Raja-yoga  spiritual path of meditation, propounded by 
Patanjali 
 
Rama  seventh major incarnation of God, destroyer of the 
evil demon Ravana 
 
Ramayana  first poetic text of classical Sanskrit, depicting 
the exemplary life of God-incarnate Rama.  A Hindu text of 




Rig-veda  first of the Vedic texts, the oldest literary 
document in  world history, part of primary Hindu 
scripture, collection of hymns invoking gods or forms of 
energy 
 
Rishi  sage, one who lives plain life devoted to spiritual 
discipline and universal welfare 
 
Sadhana-chatushtaya  fourfold spiritual cultivation, the four 
being viveka or proper discrimination, vairagya or 
necessary dispassion, shat-sampatti or six spiritual assets 
and mumukshuta or intense desire for liberation, which see 
 
Sa-guna Brahman  ultimate spiritual reality involved with 
the sattva-guna or goodness.  Same as God or Ishvara, 
which see.  Also see guna and sattva 
 
Sa-guna upasana  approaching the spiritual ultimate as 
possessing all the beneficent attributes 
 
Sajatiya bheda  difference within the members of a species, 
as between one cow and another 
 
Sa-kama  desirous, indicating desire for reward 
 
Sakshi  consciousness that witnesses its contents 
 
Samanya  common, universal; a type of dharma or moral 
fulfillment.  It is universal and is, therefore, applicable to all 
humans.  See dharma and vishesha 
 





Samhita  most ancient collections of hymns and other 
religious material.  See veda 
 
Samsara  world, vertically flowing world created by 
individual’s actions or karma, flowing from one body to 
another over time 
 
Samskara  impressions left by an action that will eventually 
lead to the proper consequence for its performer.  See karma 
 
Sanchita  a type of karma, which see.  It consists of the 
accumulated actions in the past, like the inventory of 
actions that have not born their fruits yet 
 
Sankhya  dualistic distinctionism, an ancient philosophical 
system of Hindus going back to the Vedas, metaphysical 
side of  the system called yoga, which see 
 
Sannyasta ashrama  fourth and final stage of life of total 
devotion to spiritual pursuit 
 
Sarasvati  Goddess in her aspect of creating or manifesting 
the universe. Particularly, she presides over knowledge and 
learning as primal to creation 
 
Sat  being, existence or reality; pure being behind the 
universe 
 
Satta  reality 
 
Sattva  elucidative rule-abiding energy strand.  See guna 
 




Shabda  reliable testimony, a means of knowledge where 
knowledge is obtained through a reliable source; scriptural 
authority as the reliable testimony of sages 
 
Shakti  energy; Goddess in her aspect of transforming or 
deconstructing the cyclical universe 
 
Sharira  body.  This is of three types: sthula, sukshma and 
karana, which see 
 
Shastra  scriptural teachings 
 
Shat-sampatti  six spiritual assets, being the third of the four 
stages of spiritual cultivation or sadhana-chatushtaya, 
which see.  The six are shama or internal restraint, dama or 
external restraint, uparati or saturation, titiksha or 
endurance, shraddha or faith and samadhana or focusing 
 
Shiksha  phonetics, being one of six traditional areas of 
study to access the Vedas 
 
Shiva  God viewed in his aspect of transformer or 
deconstructer of the cyclical universe   
 
Shravana  intently listening to the great statements of shruti 
 
Shruti  primary scripture, that which is heard or directly 
revealed to the sages, consisting of the four Vedas, to 
include all the samhitas, brahmanas, aranyakas and 
upanishads 
 





Shuddhadvaita pure non-dualism, propounded by 
Vallabharcharya 
 
Shudra  social class of artisans and labor force 
 
Smriti  secondary scripture, that which is remembered by 
the sages, including itihasa, purana and smritis or law 
books  
 
Sthula sharira gross body, regarded as made up of the five 
physical elements: earth, water, air, fire and ether/space 
 
Sukshma sharira  subtle body, whose constituents include 
five organs of sense, five organs of action, five physiological 
functions, four inner senses and karma 
 
Sushupti  deep sleep state of consciousness 
 
Sutra  thread of aphorisms; style of writing classical Sanskrit 
texts in a very condensed manner needing commentaries to 
explain them 
 
Svagata bheda  internal difference, as between branches 
and leaves of a tree 
 
Svapna  dreaming state of consciousness 
 
Sva-rupa lakshana  internal definition that achieves its 
proper extension by describing the constituents and their 
relations 
 
Tamas  inertia, lethargic energy strand.  See guna 
 





Tata-stha lakshana  external definition achieving its proper 
extension by mapping the object and placing it in its 
context   
 
Tattva  that-ness; essence of reality; essence of a principle 
 
Turiya  fourth state of consciousness.  This is the final state 
that may be called superconsciousness.  When reached it is 
the state of highest spiritual experience, whereby the 
waking state is sublated and all karmic inventory is burnt 
 
Upamana  comparison, a means of knowledge, where 
knowledge is gained by comparing an object with a known 
object 
 
Upanishad  Mystical Treatises, revealing the nature and 
 relations of self, world, God and Godhead  
 
Vada  theory 
 
Vairagya  necessary dispassion, second of the four stages of 
spiritual cultivation 
 
Vaisheshika  atomistic pluralism, a classical Hindu 
philosophical system, metaphysical side to nyaya, which 
see 
 
Vaishya  social class of farmers and merchants 
 
Vana-prastha ashrama  third stage of life, semi-retirement 
in spiritual pursuit as well as consultant to community 
 




Vasana  dispositions, being tendencies and habits created 
by repeated actions an individual chooses to perform.  See 
karma 
 
Veda  primary scriptures divided into four collections of 
hymns and cognate religious material, called Rig-veda, 
Sama-veda, Yajur-veda and Atharva-veda 
 
Vedanga   six areas of study traditionally regarded as 
necessary for a comprehensive understanding of the Veda 
or the  primary scripture. See chhandas, jyotisha, kalpa, 
nirukta, shiksha and vyakarana. 
 
Vedanta  most preeminent philosophical system of 
Hinduism, regards Brahman to be the primal source of all 
reality.  It is divided in half a dozen sub-systems 
 
Vijatiya bheda  difference between two different species or 
types, as between a cow and a horse 
 
Videha-mukti  liberation after death, see jivan-mukti 
 
Vikshepa  projection, a power of maya (which see) that 
project something disparate in place of Brahman 
 
Vishesha  particular, specific; a type of dharma or moral 
fulfillment that is applicable to designated groups of 
individuals. See dharma and samanya 
 
Vishishtadvaita  qualified non-dualism, propounded by 
Ramanujacharya 
 




Vivarta  appearance; causal change conceived as the cause 
changing to appear as effect 
 
Viveka  proper discrimination, first and foremost of the four 
stages of spiritual cultivation or sadhana-chatushtaya, 
which see 
 
Vritti  modification or undulation of consciousness, 
deviating from its pure form which is without subject-object 
duality 
 
Vyakarana  analytical and descriptive linguistics, being one 
of six areas of study to access the Vedas 
 
Vyavahariki satta  normal transactional reality of everyday 
perception of the world 
 
Yajna  reciprocal contribution, commonly and opaquely 
rendered as ritual sacrifice but in essence the metaphysical 
 instrument through which all systematic change 
occurs in the universe 
 
Yajnavalkya-smriti  law book by the sage Yajnavalkya.  An 
authoritative secondary scripture with a noted standing in 
courts of law 
 
Yajur-veda  second of the Vedic texts containing liturgical 
formulas 
 
Yoga  sum, addition, relation, nexus; in relation to 
spirituality a spiritual path leading to the actual experience 
of the ultimate reality; in philosophy the meditative 
philosophical system of Hindus, being the application side 
of sankhya, which see. 
